First-Generation Students, Belongingness, And Climate in an Academic Unit of Study by Scott Raisley, Kelly Christine
University of Northern Colorado 
Scholarship & Creative Works @ Digital UNC 
Dissertations Student Research 
5-2021 
First-Generation Students, Belongingness, And Climate in an 
Academic Unit of Study 
Kelly Christine Scott Raisley 


















KELLY CHRISTINE SCOTT RAISLEY 







UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO 
 Greeley, Colorado  





FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS, BELONGINGNESS, AND  





A Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements for the Degree of 











College of Education and Behavioral Sciences  
Department of Leadership, Policy and Development: 
Higher Education and P-12 Education 
Higher Education and Student Affairs Leadership 
 
May 2021  
 
 
This Dissertation by: Kelly Christine Scott Raisley 
Entitled: First-Generation Students, Belongingness, and Climate in an Academic Unit of Study 
has been approved as meeting the requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in College 
of Education and Behavioral Sciences in School of Teacher Education, Program of Higher 
Education and Student Affairs Leadership  
 
Accepted by the Doctoral Committee  
 
          
Tamara Yakaboski, Ph.D., Research Advisor 
 
 
          
Randy Larkins, Ph.D., Committee Member 
 
 
          
Tobias J. Guzman, Ed.D., Committee Member 
 
 
          
Heidi Muller, Ph.D., Faculty Representative  
 
Date of Dissertation Defense _________________________________________  
 
Accepted by the Graduate School  
 
_________________________________________________________ 
Jeri-Anne Lyons, Ph.D. 
Dean of the Graduate School  









Scott Raisley, Kelly C. First-Generation Students, Belongingness, and Climate in an Academic 
 Unit of Study. Published Doctor of Philosophy dissertation, University of Northern 
 Colorado, 2021. 
 
 
To capture the essence of the sense of belonging for first-generation students (FGS) 
within an academic unit of study in higher education, this qualitative inquiry used portraiture to 
provide answers to four research questions.  
Q1  How do FGS make meaning of belongingness in an academic unit?  
Q2  How do FGS describe the academic unit’s climate which contributes to their sense 
of belonging?  
 
Q3  According to participants, how do social interactions within the academic unit 
contribute to belongingness?  
 
Q4  How do FGS interpret symbols that create a sense of belongingness?  
Through the theoretical frame of symbolic interactionism, this research offered a portrait 
of the climate and culture from a single academic unit, which established a community of care 
where FGS experienced a sense of belonging. 
The participants in the study included two current first-generation undergraduate 
students, three first-generation alumni, seven faculty, and two support staff from the Department 
of Communication Studies at the University of Northern Colorado. Further, the researcher used 
her experience as a first-generation alumna of the department to contribute additional insight, 
adding a layer of depth to the portrait. Using the methodology of portraiture, interview 
transcriptions were analyzed using the Listening Guide, revealing three themes: family, trust, and 
iii 
 
value. The research findings were presented as a comprehensive portrait highlighting the 
department culture that created a climate where first-generation students felt a sense of 
belonging. 
The discussion and implications for practice provided suggestions for academic unit 
leadership and faculty to create a climate of care where FGS felt connected and valued. Further, 
these findings suggested that department culture and interactions among faculty, staff, and 
students contributed in profound ways to the climate first-generation students experienced. This 
research underscored the important role leadership has in creating a culture that fosters a climate 
of care where students feel a sense of belonging.  
 
Keywords: first-generation student, sense of belonging, community of care, retention, climate, 
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INTRODUCTION AND FRAMING THE STUDY 
First-generation undergraduates might not be aware of the challenges they face. Research 
found they are less likely to persist and graduate, graduate on time, or have a mentor (Escarcha, 
2018). They might not even know enough about higher education to identify as a first-generation 
student. Lower retention rates in first-generation students have been linked to a lack of 
connection to faculty, subject matter in the classroom, and campus life (Gardener & Holley, 
2011; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Further, lower retention rates are affected by less family support 
(Covarrubias et al., 2019; Pratt et al., 2017), a likelihood of having full-time employment 
(Gardener & Holley, 2011), experiencing disconnect or mismatch of institutional culture 
(Covarrubias et al., 2019; Pyne & Means, 2013; Stephens et al., 2012), feeling uncertainty about 
institutional systems, resources available (Eitel & Martin, 2009), and not feeling included, 
valued, or a part of the institution (Pratt et al., 2017). Attrition can be ascribed to disconnection 
between first-generation students and the climate and culture of university life.   
Retention of first-generation students (FGS) is significant to the survival of universities. 
In broad terms, FGS enroll in four-year public universities in lower numbers than continuing-
generation students and demonstrate less persistence. Aud et al. (2012) reported 26.4% of 
students enrolled at four-year public institutions were first-generation while 45% were 
continuing-generation. Persistence of FGS was lower as well, with 33.5% of these students 
leaving after the third year, compared with only 14% of continuing-generation students. As more 
FGS enroll in higher education, leaders concerned with the retention and graduation rates of 
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first-generation college students could help to identify ways to address these issues. Beyond 
academic support, belongingness was a theme identified in the scholarship as a reason students 
left higher education. In other words, many first generation college students simply did not feel 
they belong in their colleges and universities. Framed this way, there was a suggestion that these 
issues emerged from the student. And yet another perspective considered the issues emerging 
from the campus: there was something about the climate and culture of the institution that 
suggested it was welcoming for particular types of students and not for others.  
First-generation students, climate and culture of institutions, and retention have been the 
focus of many studies; however, much of the research connecting these topics was conducted 
using self-report and self-selected quantitative methodologies. My inquiry sought to advance this 
research by approaching the topic with an interpretivist lens and diving deeper into the 
descriptions from FGS to more fully understand how climate and culture influenced 
belongingness. By their third year, FGS spend a majority of their time within their academic unit 
of study. This campus unit is where these students have consistent contact with peers, faculty, 
and staff. This is the location where FGS create meaningful interactions contributing to their 
sense of belonging. Climate and retention literature pointed to connections with peers and faculty 
as influential in connection and persistence in higher education, yet little research offered rich 
descriptions from the student’s perspective. This dissertation created a portraiture that captured 
the lived experience of current students and alumni from a single academic unit at the University 
of Northern Colorado (UNCO).   
Statement of Problem 
 “Climate” is the result of interaction or interpersonal connection between individuals and 
groups that affects sense of belonging, motivation, and behavior (Slay et al., 2019; Van Houtte, 
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2005; Wallace et al., 1999; Wilkins & Kuperminc, 2010). On a larger scale, climate influences 
organizational effectiveness (Wallace et al., 1999), which might have implications for retention 
and graduation rates. Climate research has been conducted to create broad descriptions of climate 
that yields retention of students; as such, much of the research on campus climate has been 
quantitative in nature (Wilkins & Kuperminc, 2010). With focus on generalizing data at the 
campus level for retention of undergraduate students, scholars have overlooked the unique 
experiences of FGS. When a population of students has less time to engage in campus programs, 
student organizations, and other extracurricular programming designed to build belonging and 
connection, leadership must focus on how much time FGS spend while in their academic unit on 
campus. 
Campus climate has been studied in a variety of ways, often using quantitative data to 
identify connections between the psychological climate and a student’s sense of belonging, or 
feelings associated with belongingness (Slay et al., 2019; Wallace et al., 1999). Belonging, the 
sense of feeling cared for and valued, has been identified as a key to retention, especially for 
FGS (Heisserer & Parette, 2002; O’Keeffe, 2013; Strayhorn, 2012; Van Houtte, 2005). Climate 
and belonging are psychological and environmental factors of retention created out of the 
interaction with a campus member such as faculty and staff within the FGS academic unit. It has 
been identified as a communication variable that is enacted by the interaction of individuals 
within a group (MacNeil et al., 2009; Nadler & Nadler, 2001). Climate and sense of belonging 
for FGS is a combination of three elements: (a) how they process symbolic stimuli internally, (b) 




Overview of Research Design 
My interpretive study explored the essence of feeling connected, or having a sense of 
belonging, within a foreign place; to an FGS, higher education is that foreign place. The portrait 
provided valuable insights into the students’ perspectives in a micro-level climate that nurtures a 
sense of belonging in a student population as unique as the obstacles they face (Coffman, 2011). 
Symbolic interactionism that emphasizes the interconnectivity of meaning creation through 
human interaction (Griffin, 2006) guided my methodology. Climate and belonging are created by 
humans placing meaning on people, narratives, and interactions; actions that take place in that 
setting are framed by these meanings. This portraiture described how meaning was shaped by 
interactions among the participants (FGS, faculty, and staff) within the context of the academic 
unit. The central focus of portraiture is to highlight that which is good or successful rather than 
the diseases that plague the educational environment (Lawrence Lightfoot, 1983). For this 
reason, my portrait brought into focus how FGS interpreted interactions that occurred in the 
academic unit in positive ways, which led them to believe they had connection and belonged in 
their declared major.   
It is important to not widen the scope too much in portraiture as it is easy to lose nuanced 
descriptions. This was the reason I chose to focus on one academic unit—the Communication 
Studies Department (CSD). However, questions of trustworthiness and authenticity arose. To 
address these issues, I used data triangulation. This technique ensured validity as it blended 
information from a variety of sources. In this study, these different sources included one current 
third-year FGS, one current fourth-year FGS, three undergraduate alumni FGS, seven faculty, 
two office staff, and my experiences contextualized in this single academic unit. This particular 
research site was unique as all faculty and staff had histories of longevity and consistency, 
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adding a layer of depth to the portrait. I developed a rich, authentic description of the culture and 
climate to illuminate the emergent themes and presented a composite portrait of “goodness” 
using interview transcriptions, field notes, and my research journal. Portraiture exposed the 
relationship between climate and sense of belonging for FGS. This focused narrative revealed 
what was being done well within the research site to foster a sense of belonging to the CSD: the 
academic unit.  
Research Questions 
This dissertation offered a portrait of first-generation students (FGS) feelings of 
belongingness within an academic unit by answering the following research questions:  
Q1  How do FGS make meaning of belongingness in an academic unit? 
 
Q2  How do FGS describe the academic unit’s climate that contributes to their sense 
of belonging? 
 
Q3  According to participants, how do social interactions within the academic unit 
contribute to belongingness? 
 
Q4  How do FGS interpret symbols that create a sense of belongingness? 
My research questions focused inquiry on particular elements of retention and climate 
from the perspective of FGS within the CSD. To extract a deeper understanding of interaction for 
FGS, Research Question 1 addressed how the student defined belongingness. This question 
uncovered how symbolic interaction led to a sense of connection specifically to the academic 
unit. This first question focused on the academic unit the FGS interacted with consistently and 
most often. Research Question 2 addressed the atmosphere, or climate, of the academic unit 
through the voice of the student experiencing it. In other words, this question elicited 
descriptions of the climate the student experienced that had contributed to their sense of 
belonging. Research Question 3 provided a focus on the interactions that contributed to the 
6 
student’s sense of belonging. This question addressed how meaning arose from interaction and 
was crafted in connection with the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism. Finally, 
Research Question 4 asked FGS to interpret symbols that lead them to a sense of belonging 
within the academic unit.  
 This dissertation was situated in portraiture methodology and created a narrative, or 
portrait, of the academic unit’s climate with particular attention given to the FGS sense of 
belonging. Data collected from semi-structured interviews, my research journal, and field notes 
were used to create a portrait of an academic unit that had contributed in positive ways to a FGS 
sense of belonging. This interpretive study used the theory of symbolic interaction to frame the 
inquiry and portrait, revealing how the community fostered a sense of belonging for FGS.  
For each of the research questions, accounts and narratives from participants were varied 
and nuanced to create a strong portrait that was both reflective of the departmental history and 
timeless in its aesthetic. While one-on-one interviews were the primary data collection method, 
other forms of data collection were used to develop authenticity. Data collection started with 
alumni and then moved to current FGS in the department. Following the emergent themes from 
the interviews, participants’ stories prompted me to reflect on my experiences. The FGS stories 
opened the next layer of investigation with faculty and staff. Faculty were only approached for 
contribution to the narrative if they were named by the participants and were part of a story or 
critical incident that explained the FGS sense of connection to the academic unit.  
 As directed by the methodology, I maintained an active, interpretive, and co-creative role 
in this research. As a FGS, I am currently working toward a terminal degree, and feeling a part of 
a community and cared-for by faculty and colleagues within the research site remained a key 
factor in my retention, persistence, and success. My voice, which narrated the portraiture, was 
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one that had experienced in intimate ways the very subject being painted, a rich example of 
purposeful communicative behaviors that contributed to FGS sense of belonging in a place that 
was strange and intimidating: the four-year public university.     
Significance of Study 
 This dissertation expanded on previous research, allowing for more intimate description 
and advancing previous quantitative studies. While self-report, self-selective surveys of a 
campus climate are valuable, it was additionally important for new research to contribute to a 
more complete understanding. The UNCO (Rankin & Associates, Consulting [RAC], 2017) 
conducted a climate survey in 2017 and found 49% of students considered leaving the university 
due to a lack of belonging. This climate research found students indicated the environment was 
not welcoming and they were unable to find connections with people (RAC, 2017, p. 253). My 
study took a positive view by describing how the CDS created a sense of belonging and 
community for FGS. The findings of this particular campus climate survey explained that those 
who self-selected into a survey were those who had more concern for the topic of climate. First-
generation students, by definition, might not identify as such and not realize that elements of the 
college campus might disengage them. This research sought out this demographic specifically 
and offered a platform for them to express their feelings in their own language and with their 
own stories. Climate research generally views the campus as a whole. However, this perspective 
offered the view from smaller sub-climates, which had a greater influence on the experiences of 
belonging and connection for FGS. 
My Positionality 
 I am a storyteller. I appreciate the nuanced perspective of each member within a context.  
I look for the voices not heard. I seek to understand that which is hidden in stories and 
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storytelling. Through my formal training as a journalist and theoretical training in 
communication studies, I have become both a storyteller and a critic of narrative. As a journalist, 
I am trained to understand objectivity and honor it as much as possible. True objectivity is 
recognizing personal characteristics, position in society, and relation to the subject. For this 
study, objectivity was exercised during data collection and analysis to ensure trustworthy and 
authentic findings. Thus, true objectivity as an interpretivist researcher is acknowledging and 
having an awareness of my status as FGS and connection to the research site. This was 
established by keeping a research journal to bridle my voice and experience and being 
transparent in my positionality statement. As a researcher, I brought my journalistic values of 
seeking the truth and reporting it. I value objectivity, minimize harm, act independently, and I 
am transparent and accountable (Society of Professional Journalist [SPJ], 2014). As a 
communication studies scholar, I value and understand the interconnectivity, the language we 
choose to use, and the dependency on context for all symbolic interaction (communication). 
Among the scholars who influenced my thoughts through writings, lectures, and interaction were 
Aristotle, Kenneth Burke, Ernest Bormann, Lin Allen, Sherilyn Marrow, Lee Anne Peck, Carol 
Gilligan, and Nel Noddings. Stories, connections with those who surround us, and crafting 
communities where all members are valued and cared for are among the highest of priority for 
me personally.   
To tell a story, capture a portrait, a person must both be connected to the subject and 
know when to bridle that connection. Bridling is a technique used to control pre-understandings 
to be more scientific in their use (Dahlberg et al., 2008). Bridling is often used as an alternative 
to bracketing as it is difficult to set a person’s experiences aside when conducting research. I 
have strong connections to UNCO as I have been a member of the campus community since 
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1997. First, as a FGS who earned a Bachelor of Arts in Journalism and Communication Studies 
and then as a graduate student and teaching assistant, I earned a Master of Arts (MA) in 
Communication Studies. I am currently pursuing a Ph.D. in Higher Education and Student 
Affairs Leadership, I am a full-time faculty member in the department of Journalism, and have 
previously taught in the CSD. This university’s motto rang true for me: “Once a Bear, Always a 
Bear.” However, I did not always feel this way. When I came to the university as a FGS in 1997, 
I knew I was a fish out-of-water from the very moment I entered the campus for new student 
orientation. I immediately began looking for ways to fit in and belong. I felt I needed to disguise 
my family background as I was the first of my family to set foot on a college campus in pursuit 
of a bachelor’s degree. This feeling of fear and intimidation is one many first-generation students 
have.  
As a first-generation student (FGS) from a middle class working family, I did not live in 
the resident halls in order to reduce the cost of attending college. This proved to be the first of 
many incidents marking me as an outsider. I found refuge in the Communication Studies 
Department (CSD). Here I felt at home. There was a comfort in the way the faculty members 
included me, cared for me and my achievements and developments. And it is now, as first-
generation Ph.D. student, that I can examine the goodness of that academic unit in connection to 
FGS and a sense of belonging. I selected UNCO specifically because of my life experiences and 
because of my interest in creating spaces on the college campus that are safe, caring, and 
supportive of FGS without exposing their differences, yet honoring them and engaging them in 
ways that create a sense of belonging.   
As a qualitative researcher, focused on storytelling, I needed to have closeness or 
connection to my subject. I was aware of my position within society, the university, and within 
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the context of this particular research study. It was my training as an ethical journalist that 
assisted me in minimizing bias and maintaining an objective lens. As a journalist, I was acutely 
aware of the necessity of establishing transparency through rapport with sources, or participants, 
of my inquiry—this establishes trust. I disclosed I was collecting data, in this case stories, which 
would answer the research questions. To begin, I sought to understand more fully the 
experiences of FGS as they related to a very human centric idea: belongingness. Second, the 
research results presented a portrait and embodied the essence of belongingness of FGS from the 
experiences of being a part of an academic unit. To understand my background, that which 
fueled my desires to understand FGS and the climate that fostered belongingness, listen to my 
story—in my words.   
Children are a gift. As a parent of a three-and-a-half year old I can say this with certainty. 
The gift, though, manifested in a variety of ways. First, as a blessing that we both did well during 
the birthing process—the life that grew inside of me, as a part of the biological system, is a gift. 
For me, the team of all-female medical personnel who delivered my daughter by way of 
emergency cesarean birth demonstrated this in profound ways. My birthing experience was 
intense and the gift I cradled in my arms was the best gift any one could have handed me. I did 
not want to put her down as she and I were a part of each other and I did not want to miss a 
single moment as we grew in our relationship. I was a mom and, at 38-years-old, I finally got to 
experience the gift of motherhood. Much like other life experiences, mine was unique to me but 
the love and connection I felt to my precious little one was something I now shared with my 
female family members. I now shared a life experience my mom and grandmothers had 
experienced, again nuanced and different as every experience is, but I now recognized and felt 
our common bond as mothers.    
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The personal experience of becoming a mother was truly something I could not grasp 
until I was there, experiencing it first-hand; this was also true for me about earning a four-year 
college degree. Yes, I said it, being mother is like being a student. Those experiences, the 
prenatal and parenting classes, the good-hearted advice, and stories of those who had gone before 
were foreign. Sure, I thought I would be adequately informed about the birthing process and the 
parenthood-gig. The reality, just over three years into my life-role as mother, was no reading, 
solicited or unsolicited advice, video or film, or observations could have prepared me 
emotionally or physically for this role. As nothing prepared me for my role as FGS.  
I did not take this journey into motherhood alone. I had support and I had a variety of 
resources. Some of my support had years of experience and some had no experience whatsoever 
as a parent—but none of it truly prepared me for my journey into motherhood. You see, life 
experiences and milestones in life are profound and as each person is unique, so are these 
experiences. The beauty of becoming a mom must have context, even if the experience itself is 
foreign, the way in which we all make sense or perceive meaning is based in how we 
contextualize our experiences. The systems we are a part of, the family we are a member to, 
create this context. How my partner and I care for our daughter is influenced by our families. 
The familial roles each of us filled, or did not fill, was internalized and processed in the database 
of family. Observing the care others give children, how we cared for previous children (my 
partner brought with him a child from a previous marriage) influenced the present day—it 
influences how we parent, it influences our system of family.  
Family is the first system we consciously experience. As a developing fetus, we are a part 
of the human biological system but we do not recall this nor can a fetus describe or articulate 
feelings associated with being a part of this system. Therefore, the family becomes the first 
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system we can describe and use as a referent in later experiences. The living system of the family 
then becomes the way we understand the world around us, how we fit in that world, and how we 
connect with that system of the world. Learning these symbols and interaction is part experience 
and part storytelling. Storytelling cradles a family’s values, histories, and aspirations. It is 
through the stories that we create and the stories we are told that we begin to understand these 
things. Many mothers can tell a story about staring into their child’s eyes marveling at them, 
worried for them and excited for them—but we, as mothers, cannot tell you how, at that very 
same moment, that child feels or how they interpret the symbols and stimuli around them. What 
we do know is that our child knows the role we play and the experiences they have with us. This 
relational experience will influence how they see the world, interact, and interpret their 
surroundings. Thus, as a foreigner voyaging into uncharted territory of higher education it is 
almost expected that we, FGS, will make meaning of stimuli with the referent of family. 
This portrait, steeped in the interviews that saturated data collection and garnished with 
my personal experiences, attempted to capture the essence of how FGS made meaning of 
belongingness and connection to their major, specifically the CSD at UNCO. This story is a 
collective voice shared in a first-person account of what belongingness is to FGS. Much like 
Maslow’s (1943) explanation of belongingness, one must progress from a place of security 
before connection and true belonging can be felt. For this portrait to capture this, we must start 
with the consideration, acceptance, and admission into UNCO and follow that through until 
belongingness manifests, retention and persistence occur, and acquisition of a four-year degree 
occurs. This story began like so many college student stories do—the spring before entering 
college. 
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Spring, a season of new beginnings, new life, and for a high school senior, it is the season 
of hearing the question, “What will you do after graduation?” My childhood home was filled 
with family and friends for our traditional graduation pig-roast; this was where I shared with 
many that I would be attending college in the fall. This ritual of celebrating graduation was 
familiar to me and to the community and family who supported me in attendance at the party. 
The tradition of purchasing a pig from a local slaughterhouse, preparing it for the roasting, and 
then the culmination of party-goers looking and praising the roast took me back to my elder 
brother’s graduation. This rich tradition, celebrating graduation with family and friends, marked 
a lifetime milestone and achievement in our family. And for all but one, my elder brother, this 
was the mark of the end of formal education and the beginning of adult life, making a living, and 
earning money to survive (and thrive). It was, for so many in my family, the last educational 
accomplishment—perhaps that is why the tradition and celebration of the milestone was so 
pronounced.    
Now, as a mother, I reflect on this experience and I realize how proud my family truly 
was that I was going to a four-year university. My family always found ways to support me, in 
all I did, whether I needed financial help in order to participate in an expensive sport such as 
cheer, dance, gymnastics or tennis, my family was there to support me. In times of personal 
development into a leader of my all-girls youth group, my family was there to support me. This 
high school graduation celebration was a milestone, one that I was going to change. I was going 
on to higher education. 
I was proud to say that I would be attending the University of Northern Colorado 
(UNCO) at my party. How I selected this university was more because of the familial 
experiences than I ever really knew or cared to admit previously. The university was in a 
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neighboring city and it also was a central point for many family stories and experiences. I 
remembered performing at Michener Lindou Auditorium as a young girl. Later as a senior in 
high school, I would go to that very same building to conduct research for my papers in a course 
titled “College Research Paper.” As a FGS working toward my degree in Communication 
Studies, this would be the very place I sat and listened to Dr. Sherilyn Marrow deliver lecture 
material for the Basics of Public Speaking course. This lecture hall was not just the home for this 
CSD course but I remember taking sociology and psychology courses here as well during my 
undergraduate experience. As I graduated with my undergraduate degree from UNCO, this very 
location became the place where I would watch one of my mentors, David Palmer, lead the class 
I took as an undergraduate from Sherilyn Marrow and was now a teaching assistant for in my 
master’s program. 
Each of these experiences nurtured my understanding of belonging, security, and 
connection. For instance, my dance performances in Lindou Auditorium established a sense of 
belonging. My experiences as a young classically trained ballerina was perhaps my first 
experience outside of my family related to a system and group membership. I began to dance at 
the age of two, the youngest in the class, and continued with the same Russian dance instructor 
for 10 years. My training as a classical ballerina proved to be a good fit for my focus and love of 
the stage. Each spring, I performed a number of dance performances—some were in group and 
some were solo. But the entire ritual and enactment of the performance was what I trained for, 
and it was why I loved dancing.   
Each spring the ritual was the same for me, my mom, and my family. My mom and I 
would visit a local flower shop and I chose the flowers to present to my teacher at the end of the 
performance. Years later, I discovered my mom also purchased the flowers I received as a dancer 
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at the end of the performance. Following the ritual of flower selection, I would sit patiently as 
my mom styled my hair in a perfect ballerina-bun and apply just enough make-up to enhance my 
features and avoid appearing “washed-out” on stage. The costumes were always perfectly 
tailored to my body and in the weeks leading up to the spring performance, my mom would work 
on tailoring them as needed. Then off we would go, as a family, to this big, mystical place with a 
river-rock half wall. I would spend time in the “staging area” in the basement of Michener to 
await my cue to go on stage. I loved the feelings of performance, being able to show the 
audience what I had studied and worked so hard to perfect, but the best part was at the end when 
I gave my hard-working instructor her flowers. Flowers were the ritual way in which we 
celebrated stage and dance performances, and it was the symbol of accomplishment. I can still 
feel the smile and energy I felt from the commencement of the year’s performance, I still 
remember the sense of accomplishment I felt as I walked down the stairs into the audience to 
find my parents, brothers and grandparents there to support me and to give me flowers to 
commemorate a successful year of dance training. 
I grew up with a compilation of stories surrounding my life and UNCO. The university 
had a resounding centrality to many of my childhood memories. From stories of how my great-
grandfather would walk the underground tunnels as a security officer and take my uncle to 
UNCO basketball games. Then my grandmother, his daughter, owned the beauty salon on 
campus, and my mom earned her cosmetology license to one day work in that salon. And while 
my grandmother sold her business before my mom could work there, these stories were 
pronounced in my family. Later, my grandmother, who worked for the Greeley Education 
Association—an affiliate of the National Education Association, shared with me how she knew 
Dr. Candelaria. Candelaria Hall was the first building I walked into as an impressionable first-
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year student, and it is in this building I currently have my office as a senior lecturer in the 
Journalism Department, a sister department to the CSD. However, I did not decide to enroll at 
the University of Northern Colorado for these reasons. I did it for reasons consistent with so 
many others: A high-school friend had decided to attend UNCO and this influenced my decision. 
This friend and I experienced our first year at UNCO together. While neither one of us lived in 
the residence halls, as we lived within the radius to stay at home, we did attend the same 
orientation day and decided to rush and join a Greek organization. We did not join the same 
sorority house, and this was my first separation from the security of family.   
This separation from the security of my high school friend was made easier by joining a 
sorority house. You see, the sorority experience gave me a different familial experience, similar 
to the all-female youth group I was a part of from the time I was 12: Job’s Daughters. Job’s 
Daughter’s is an organization filled with rituals, formal attire, philanthropy, proper manners, and 
public speaking. Greek life offered this as it supplemented those past experiences that 
contributed to my familial experiences in higher education. In my youth group experience, I was 
able to confide in other females and travel domestically and internationally as a representative of 
my Greeley (Colorado) chapter. We gave speeches, we mentored other females, we engaged in 
team building activities and retreats, we came together around athletic and intellectual 
competitions, and we gave back to our community through philanthropic activity. I felt at home, 
I felt connected—but in some areas, I felt like an outcast, like I did not belong. I was not a 
“legacy” member—which is to say my mom, aunt, or grandmothers were not Greek members— 
because I was FGS. I did not come from a wealthy family but my family found ways for me to 
pay dues, live in the sorority house, and pay for extra events like formal dances and destination 
retreats. I got the experience of a legacy Delta Zeta because my family wanted to support me in 
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my full experience as a FGS. It was my sisters in Delta Zeta who introduced me to my major; 
after coming to UNCO for a different major, I found my academic home: the department of 
Communication Studies (although under a different title in 1998, speech communications).   
In many ways, the sorority experience mirrored that of my Job’s Daughters experience, 
yet my prescribed sorority girl experience was a reflection of what I saw in mass media 
messages. While areas of Greek life are filled with academic achievement, ritual ceremonies, and 
philanthropic activity, my focus, because of being a FGS and having mass media influence, I 
prioritized things differently, I strove to be the popular, respected, and fun sorority girl. I played 
that role well until I was forced (by my sorority house rules) to focus on academics. My movie-
like persona was taken away until I could prove my academic self as well as being socially 
responsible in the eyes of the governance of the sorority (Panhellenic Counsel).   
My longing to belong, to fit in, and not be ostracized as an outsider was a deeply-rooted 
feeling. It was a reflection of humanity: I wanted to be accepted regardless of my background, I 
wanted to be valued for my intellect and not my ability to be pretty and popular. It was like I was 
living the media’s image of a sorority girl because as a FGS, this was my only referent for this 
experience. While there were many components of the sorority that were familiar, something still 
felt flat without connection and purpose. I did not want to craft my professional life and adult life 
around the idea that I could play the part—be the perfectly-groomed, refined female who could 
be courted and ultimately wed to an accomplished, well-educated male. The “Mrs. Degree” was 
not what I was in pursuit of at UNCO. It was the antithesis to my inner most desires. I wanted to 
be independent, intellectually advanced, and valued for those characteristics. I wanted to be free. 
I wanted to be me in every way possible. I longed to use my mind and voice to do more than 
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decorate the landscape and be a “social butterfly,” I wanted to do more. I longed to find a place 
that valued and nurtured my voice and my independence.   
My diverse experiences in the sorority contributed to this but was not the influence I 
needed. The blur of those years was bad as I played the typical sorority girl—I was respectful to 
the senior members, I was respected by the new members, and I was the life of the party in all 
aspects of sorority engagement. I led the charge to have fun, and be popular and pretty. It was 
because of this my grades suffered, my confidence suffered, and my security suffered. It was not 
that I was a bad person, it was that I was becoming what I had envisioned a “sorority girl” to be. 
That image did not come from familial experiences: it came from mass media messages.   
Think about it. That which we continually see in media related to sorority life, Greek life, 
beauty, party-lifestyle and connection was destroying my ability to be a successful FGS. I 
wanted the Greek life, or at least I thought I did. I was impressionable and lost. I was not being 
who I wanted to be but because of the sorority structure, I was forced to change and place my 
attention on my academic studies. The sorority required balance—social maturity as well as 
academic maturity. This course correction was one of the memorable familial experiences I had 
in the sorority. Joining this sorority pushed me to find my academic-family and I might not have 
earned my undergraduate degree, which opened the door to earn my terminal degree: my Ph.D. 
Experiencing social ostracism, for me, was the worst. Not being able to attend events, social 
gatherings, and formal-attire engagements was a point of motivation. It allowed me to experience 
in profound ways how the products of my behavior would influence my rewards or longed for 
experiences.    
And yet, I did not feel like I belonged. I was not a sorority girl but I sure tried to be. My 
family had a consistent message they shared with me and others—Kelly is our social-butterfly. 
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But was I? As I entered college as an FGS, I tried to personify this image but that was not me. I 
enjoyed being with people, I enjoyed having conversations, I enjoyed being a part of something 
bigger than myself but I was not a “social-butterfly.” I felt lost, out of place, an outcast. 
The one place I could go and feel valued, challenged, and accepted for my intellectual 
contributions was the course work in the CSD. In the classrooms with Dr. Sherilyn Marrow, Dr. 
James Keaten, Dr. Lin Allen, and Dr. Cheryl Pawlowski, I felt valued and heard. These 
professors showed me that women have value beyond superficial masks and witty discourse. I 
was valued and I felt comfortable and secure in these classes. Connections within the curriculum 
and course material developed my sense that my voice mattered and my perspective was valued, 
signaling to me that I had found my home. 
It was not just the course content, it was the classroom environment, it was these 
accomplished professionals who demonstrated a level of care and respect that drew me in and 
elevated my intellect in ways the college experience was designed to do. I wanted to conceal any 
resemblance of FGS status. I recall the classroom with Dr. Cheryl Pawlowski and the sense of 
empowerment I received from hearing her stories of overcoming adversity in her life. I had not 
anticipated that I would have a professor share personal life experiences. Then in the classroom, 
surrounded by my peers, and hearing her passionately discuss issues in politics as it related to 
women took me to memories of sitting with my grandmother. My grandmother became an 
independent woman after her divorce in the early sixties. I was connecting with Dr. Pawlowski 
in a familial way. Her experiences while unique provided a place of comfort. Her voice, in many 
ways, was giving voice to many women in my family and her sharing of personal adversity and 
accomplishment took me to a familiar place of storytelling. I loved, and still love, hearing Dr. 
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Cheryl Pawlowski share her life experience, her research on family and mass media, and her 
insights into what the future holds. 
While different in many ways, Dr. Lin Allen also contributed to my connection to the 
faculty and ultimately to the Communication Studies Department. I had taken a number of 
courses with Dr. Allen and her endless encouragement supported me and gave me confidence, 
which has been unparalleled in my FGS experience. Dr. Allen also demonstrated that my 
background and love for performance could live and thrive in higher education. Her eloquent and 
theatrical delivery of lectures captured my attention. She took abstract concepts and theories 
surrounding the communication discipline and was able to make them tangible, real, and 
applicable to my life. She demonstrated the beauty language has and the consequence of the 
spoken word. As a teacher of rhetoric, persuasion, and debate, she embodied the principles of 
these areas of study with her lecture-performances. Her recitation of quotes from Aristotle and 
Kenneth Burke were captivating, her style was capturing my love of the stage. Her performances 
(class-lectures) were why I looked for classes she taught, her love of the material as an 
academician was admirable, and she epitomized what I loved from my childhood in ways I had 
never seen before. She combined intellect and stage performance to give greater meaning to the 
rhetoric.     
This home, the CSD, is my higher education home. This family of professors and peers 
complemented my biological family. I might have come home in a route directed by my sorority 
sisters but the CSD replaced my sorority as my “on campus” family. My intrinsic desire to be 
appreciated for my intellect was recognized, my background and mishaps informing my 
perspective was valued and encouraged in this place, my academic home. I recall being in the 
classroom, just before class started, and the professors would take time to ask what my day was 
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like, how I was doing in that moment—I was a person to these professionals, these academicians. 
I was not a number, a vessel that provided money for the institution—I mattered, my voice and 
perspective was of interest to them.   
This value and security came in many forms: from the casual conversations and 
encounters inside the classroom to the conversations about family and goals in their campus 
offices. It was the profound wisdom they imparted in the classroom from their vast international 
travels, desire to connect on a personal level with the students, and commitment to challenge 
students that drew me in, invited me to be a member of the family.   
I was in my final year as an undergraduate at UNCO in the CSD when I felt all of this 
come to a climax. I was in Dr. Sherilyn Marrow’s course and had recently applied to be a 
teaching assistant (TA) in the CSD graduate program. It was my final course in the CSD and a 
fairly large class, 35 students or more, and Dr. Marrow congratulated another student on getting 
the teaching assistantship. I had not yet received notification about the position. In order to 
pursue an MA in Communication Studies, I needed the position, which waived tuition and 
provided a stipend. After that class, Dr. Marrow listened to my tear-filled disappointment that I 
was not selected for any of the TA positions. She was kind and gentle, much like a mother would 
be, and then she said, “I don’t think everything is finalized yet.” This provided me a door, a door 
of opportunity that I did not want to forfeit. The support that coalesced around me was 
unforgettable. From the support staff of the time, Petie, and the newly appointed mentor for the 
TAs, Dr. David Palmer, my drive, intellectual capacity, and value as a person were demonstrated 
and accepted. I eventually earned a teaching assistantship in the CSD and was able, as an FGS, to 
continue my education.   
22 
As I continued my education in this program, now working toward a master’s degree, I 
also continued my work as a full-time employee at my family business, worked as a full-time 
TA, was a full-time graduate student. I was busy and had little room for anything beyond work 
and academic advancement. I was disciplined but I was also invested in the classroom and peer-
discussion groups I was a part of as a graduate student in the CSD. It was here, as a graduate 
student, the feelings of belonging were further cemented in my life. Faculty members, Dr. 
Thomas Endres, Dr. David Palmer, and others encouraged me to submit my academic writing 
and participate in academic conferences. Again, I felt intelligent, celebrated, and encouraged. I 
was in, I was a part of this coveted group of people. These feelings grew as I was invited to 
participate in research and academic-sanctioned projects. I was invited to work on academic 
research with Dr. James Keaten and creative works presented by Dr. Sherilyn Marrow that were 
grounded in her academic research on resilience. My confidence in my intellectual ability grew, 
my previous self—concerned with physical beauty and popularity was slowly being shed—much 
like a snake sheds its skin, I was shedding mine. I was becoming an intellect; I might be the first 
in the family of origin but I was fortunate to have an academic family that picked up where my 
family had not yet been.   
It is this climate and community of care that profoundly influences FGS’ ability to 
accomplish goals. This department, this unique group of diverse faculty, staff, and students make 
it possible for FGS to earn degrees, propel their family forward academically and financially, and 
fulfill their personal dreams. Not every FGS experience is the same as mine but the informants in 
this research were similar. This story is a representation of a collective story because of the 
commonalities experienced by the participants.   
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Lastly, the gold trim on this gift from the faculty did not end with graduation. I continued 
to grow and have life experiences including being moved to be baptized in the Christian faith, 
getting married, and having a baby. Each of these life events was marked by the support of the 
same faculty who welcomed and supported me in my academic career. Dr. Sherilyn Marrow, a 
pillar of this department, shared in these celebration by hosting a celebration for each event. And 
then, as I faced one of the most emotionally challenging events in my life, she was there—
without question, she was the officiant for my grandfather’s funeral in 2019. My grandfather, the 
family storyteller, attended every dance recital I had at UNCO, was the one who drove me by the 
beautiful, tree-filled campus regularly, and unconditionally supported me during all my ups and 
downs in my life and academic pursuits. Dr. Marrow, a FGS, was there in every way a person 
could be because she cared. That is the nature of this department. That is the gift first-generation 
students in this department receive. It is because of these things that FGS feel a sense of 










A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 A student’s cumulative experiences in higher education contribute to being self-aware, 
interactive, and life-long learners. Yet, there are numerous challenges in identifying which 
experiences on college campuses are most beneficial for student retention. The ever changing, 
diverse undergraduate populations currently entering and enrolled in public four-year institutions 
in the United States are the result of expanding access. Now leadership is called to creatively 
investigate how best to support these students. Narrowing the scope of this topic was necessary 
and instead of looking at the whole institution, I focused on the Communication Studies 
Department as a subset.  
Belonging influences a first-generation student’s sense of community. A deeper 
understanding of climate literature advances the comprehension of the process. Belonging on a 
college campus has been identified as being shaped by three themes: environmental perceptions, 
involvement, and relationships (Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). Many topics help explain 
undergraduate student experiences that result in retention. I start this chapter with an overview of 
the relevant scholarship about retention and then consider FGS in the context of climate, 
belongingness, and community of care. Each provides context for understanding the role of the 
academic department in the overall experience of the student.  
Retention 
 Undergraduate student persistence has been a point of concern for leadership since the 
creation of formal educational institutions (Aljohani, 2016). Students leave college for a variety 
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of reasons and much of the scholarship around retention offered theoretical models and 
frameworks to describe these reasons such as the undergraduate dropout process model (Spady, 
1970), institutional departure model (Tinto, 1975), student attrition model (Bean, 1980), student-
faculty informal contact model (Pascarella, 1980), student involvement theory (Astin, 1984), the 
student retention integrated model (Cabrera et al., 1993), and the holistic perspective of college 
student development (Baxter Magolda, 2001). Systemic and empirical research central to 
retention began in the 1970s. 
Prior to 1970, research focused on the individual characteristics of the students rather 
than on interactions within college environments (Aljohani, 2016). The inclusion of the 
sociological perspective prompted researchers to examine the role institutions played in student 
retention. As scholars moved toward understanding retention from a systematic or sociological 
perspective, including the institution’s role, issues of retention became increasingly complicated. 
For instance, each model of retention identified numerous variables that contributed directly and 
indirectly to student commitment to a university. Further, these variables might be attributes of 
the student or attributes of the university. Ideally, institutions want to retain a student from one 
year to the next. Leadership must have a firm understanding of the variables of retention and the 
implications of their interactions with the students. Success in an increasingly competitive 
market might be idealized by leadership and manifest in the above description; yet success in 
retaining students from one year to the next is a continual focus of scholarship as the population 
attending universities poses more challenges to retention. The following subsections explain the 
complexity of retention and many of the numerous variables identified in the three models 
included in this chapter.     
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Undergraduate Dropout Process  
Model 
Spady (1970, 1971) identified two systems within the university (social and academic); 
both are variables in retention in the undergraduate dropout process model and they overlap. This 
longitudinal data, multiple-regression analysis identified relationships among variables of family 
background, normative congruence, and structural relations/friendship support with institutional 
commitment and dropout decision (Spady, 1971). Since this research was based on 683 first-year 
students at a highly selective university, there were some noteworthy advancements from 
Spady’s (1970) model of undergraduate dropout process. First, since the research site was highly 
selective, academic preparedness was fairly isolated, i.e., to be admitted to such a university was 
an indication of strong academic performance. Taking this as truth, the important interaction 
variables became focused on the normative congruence, defined as “the general degree of 
compatibility between the dispositions, interest, attitudes, and expectations of the students and 
the set of behaviors, expectations, and demands to which he may be exposed as the result of 
interaction with a variety of individuals in the college environment,” (Spady, 1971, p. 39). Spady 
(1971) found family background had a significant independent effect on normative congruence 
for both male and female students, and normative congruence had a significant independent 
effect on structural relations/friendship support, institutional commitment, dropout decisions, 
social integration, intellectual development, and grade performance. For females, this regression 
model showed a direct, and significant, correlation among family background, structural 
relations/friendship support, and institutional commitment. Structural relations in college were 
explained as extracurricular involvements, dating patterns, and contacts with faculty members 
(Spady, 1971, p. 46), thus supporting the perspective that interpersonal relationships contributed 
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to institutional commitment, or retention. Interpersonal interactions play a role in social 
integration in college and Tinto (1975) advanced our understanding of this variable. 
Institutional Departure Model 
Tinto (1975, 1993) developed the institutional departure model that included a key 
construct of social integration. Tinto (1975) applied Durkheim’s theory of suicide to college 
campus social integration, specifically identifying two key factors related to attrition:  first, 
values held by the student are highly divergent from the social collective (or university) and 
insufficient collective affiliation (connection to the constituents within the college campus 
including faculty, staff, administration and peers). Tinto (1975) concluded that “dropout appears 
to result largely from a lack of congruence between the individual and the social climate of the 
institution rather than from any specific failure on the part of the individual” (p. 111). In other 
words, if a student failed to assimilate into campus climate and academic and social demands, it 
was likely that student would drop out. A critique to Tinto’s conclusion was this structure of 
integration perpetuated social reproduction and disadvantaged students who did not adhere to an 
independent and competitive educational environment. However, it was worth noting that Tinto, 
like Spady, identified the significant role social integration, which is largely an environmental 
and relational construct, impacted on the retention of a student.   
Taken together, these models illuminated the construct of environmental factors that 
contribute to the retention of students at a university. Environmental factors, specifically person-
environment interaction, place a framework on the context in which student development takes 
place and the individual characteristics (of the student) that influence undergraduate retention 
(Evans et al., 2010; Tinto, 1987a, 1987b; Walker, 2008). Tinto (1987a) described the 
phenomenon of leaving higher education as the result of unresolved conflict between the student 
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and the university. Often conflict occurs when expectations of the student are not met by the 
universities. This conflict could be remedied by the student creating new expectations that are 
upheld but without a sense of belonging to the university, a student might not seek other 
remedies and choose to depart (Tinto, 1987a). Expectations of an institution are external to the 
student, in other words environmental, e.g., campus climate. If a university markets the climate 
of close connection and interaction with faculty and a student enrolls in that university and those 
expectations are not fulfilled, conflict could lead to student attrition.   
Student Retention Integrated  
Model 
Bean (1980), like Spady (1970, 1971) and Tinto (1975), used a self-report questionnaire 
and a multiple-regression analysis (and path analysis) of a large sample (1,195 undergraduates) 
to further understand the relationship between variables that interact with attrition (or dropout). 
Bean found different factors influenced attrition according to the identified gender on the 
questionnaire. Despite these highly gendered differences, variables that influenced attrition 
included lack of understanding of communication rules and interaction, connection and 
relationship with faculty members, and perceived influence of college on personal development. 
Despite the relative redundancy of Bean’s findings, the student retention integrated model 
(Cabrera et al., 2016) combined Bean (1982) and Tinto’s (1975) models.  
Cabrera et al. (1993) combined variables and eliminated others to conflate the two 
models and, with verification, found combining these two models provided a “more 
comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay among individual, environmental, and 
institutional factors” (p. 14). Further, it was also found the environmental factors were more 
complex and influential than explained in previous models, specifically for socialization and 
academic experiences of undergraduate students (Cabrera et al., 1993). Nora’s (1987) research 
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supported the notion that environmental factors, beyond encouragement from friends and family, 
should be considered when examining the retention of undergraduates. Nora suggested further 
research should investigate the interaction of students on the behaviors they exhibit. I would 
argue that this indicated a need to investigate climate more fully as a variable in retention.   
Retention of First-Generation  
Students 
Retention of first-generation students (FGS) has become more important over the last two 
decades as scholars simultaneously focused on environment and relationships in retention themes 
for this demographic. Key elements have emerged. Coffman (2011) explained that FGS are 
complex and of varied gender, racial, and socio-economic backgrounds. It was because of these 
complexities that addressing the issues of retention for this varied and complex population was 
difficult. For instance, FGS who came from a higher socioeconomic status would face different 
challenges than FGS from a lower status. As such, an Anglo-Saxon who is first-generation would 
face different retention obstacles than a Hispanic first-generation student. It was in this diverse 
place of challenge that Coffman’s research suggested that more co-creation of spaces among 
university faculty, staff, and FGS would serve to increase success and retention of this 
population. Co-creation of space—a climate that is the manifestation of institutional culture that 
does not alienate the FGS but includes and builds strong lines of communication between them 
and the university’s faculty and staff (Ishitani, 2003; Jehangir, 2010)—could address issues of 
retention.   
Identifying both lines of communication with faculty and staff, and co-creation of 
learning space research is conceptualizing retention issues for this population as environment-
person and relationship variables, both of which are identified and explained in predominate 
climate and belongingness literature (Hart & Fellabaum, 2008; Nadler & Nadler, 2001; 
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O’Keeffe, 2013; Wallace et al., 1999; Wilkins & Kuperminc, 2010). Interaction with faculty has 
been identified as a major contributor to persistence, motivation, inclusion, and, ultimately, 
retention (Barbatis, 2010; O’Keeffe, 2013); yet, FGS continuously report feelings of 
disconnection, alienation, and lack of belongingness (Pratt et al., 2017; Pyne & Means, 2013; 
Soria & Stebleton, 2012), which might help explain why first-generation students are less likely 
than continuing-generation students to enroll and graduate with a bachelor’s degree.   
Holistic Perspective of College  
Student Development 
 Many of the previous college student development models focused on a quantitative 
approach to understanding development of the college student. A holistic perspective, as Baxter 
Magolda (2009) suggested, would be more appropriate when viewing the college student as a 
whole person. The college student moves from having their voice influenced by external 
influences to the internal voice. Baxter Magolda (2001) explained: “Self as central to knowledge 
construction is not a new concept” (p. 214). In her book, Making Their Own Way:  Narratives for 
transforming higher education to promote self-development, she referenced scholars such as Nel 
Noddings and bell hooks as contributing to this idea of the self as central to learning. “The role 
of self in its emphasis on respecting and caring for students to empower them to find their own 
voices, learn from their experiences, and learn in connection with others” (Baxter Magolda, 
2001, p. 215) is a step toward a more holistic view of student development. Meaning making—
the construction and interpretation of reality that honors individual backgrounds, heritage, and 
experiences—captures the essence of advancing students as life-long learners. This holistic 
approach does not divide the student but rather advances the whole self as a reflexive, self-aware 
human. The goal for educators and learners is to move into a place of self-authorship (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001): 
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Educators bring their expertise to the dialogue and invite students to do the same.  
Working collaboratively, educators and learners reflect on their experience, analyze 
existing knowledge, explore connections between experience and knowledge, and 
exchange insights to arrive at their own beliefs. The dynamics of mutual constructed 
meaning helped participants develop their own views and move toward self-authorship. 
(p. 216) 
The idea of self-authorship offers a lens to view the role academic units play in the development 
of the whole student. Rather than viewing academic affairs and student affairs as separate 
entities, a more holistic approach to student development allows academic affairs to be 
conceptualized as more centric to the development process of students. 
Baxter Magolda (2008) acknowledged that Robert Kegan (1982, 1994) first developed 
the concept of self-authorship: “Kegan emphasized that self-authorship involves each person 
determining for himself or herself how to construct mutually beneficial relationships” (p. 271). 
This approach was not egocentric but collective. It honored one’s voice and listening to that 
voice developed beneficial relationships for all people involved. A climate that advances self-
authorship encourages students to engage and construct more authentic relationships (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008). Providing the tools to discover and nurture the intrapersonal, or inner 
communication, while acknowledging the external influences moves a student closer to cognitive 
complexity. Recognizing the inner voice and understanding the connection to external influences 
is a step toward processing information in more complex ways. Becoming an effective citizen on 
campus and beyond, requires the development of personal and social responsibilities, critical 
thinking, and advanced problem-solving skills (Baxter Magolda, 2008).   
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Cognitive complexity allows college students to appropriately view themselves and the 
diverse other in the various contexts in which they would engage. Self-authorship offers a more 
contemporary view of student development in an ever-changing world. This is the process by 
which a student quiets external influence in order to listen to the inner voice. The student does 
not turn off external influences; instead, the student looks inward to understand and honor their 
own perspective. Once a student has developed self-authorship, they can be more confident in 
their agency and the voice they present to others and external influences. This is how self-
authorship is viewed in the context of college student development. Cognitive complexity is 
developed as multiple identities and perspectives are shared—perhaps in a safe, secure classroom 
environment. This might only occur if students and educators quiet that external influence and 
allow the inner voice to speak. Sharing stories and capturing experiences in a safe climate allow 
learners to elevate their cognitive complexity. Universities have focused on this idea of 
development promoting the advancement of humankind.   
Climate 
Retention literature indicated the person-environment interaction is a key factor to 
increase motivation and persistence of undergraduate students; therefore climate, which is 
created by person-environment interaction, must be included in the literature review. Climate has 
been defined as interaction or interpersonal connection between individuals and groups that 
affect sense of belonging, motivation, and behavior (Slay et al., 2019; Van Houtte, 2005; 
Wallace et al., 1999; Wilkins & Kuperminc, 2010). On a larger scale, climate has demonstrated 
influence on organizational effectiveness (Wallace et al., 1999), which, in higher education, is 
connected to retention. Before moving into an explanation and framing of climate for this study, 
it was important to recognize that climate is the manifestation of culture. However, since culture 
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of an institution can be defined as the deeply held meanings, beliefs, and values of the members 
of said institution (Hart & Fellabaum, 2008) it is often recognized as how the in-group members, 
or those who are socially integrated into a system, see themselves and model behavior. For this 
study, it was important to look past this construct into how the components of culture manifested 
into the atmosphere, environment, and relational interactions students experienced when 
attending a university. In other words, members of an organizations, through enacting culture, 
collectively create climate.  
Climate on a university campus has been researched in a variety of ways using mostly 
quantitative data. This research identified connections between the psychological climate and a 
student’s sense of belonging or feelings associated with belongingness (Slay et al., 2019; 
Wallace et al., 1999). Climate, then, focuses on interpersonal interactions between those who are 
enacting the campus culture and those who are learning it (Cress, 2002). Climate is the current 
perceptions and attitudes of campus members. It is viewed as a psychological perspective rather 
than anthropological, like culture (MacNeil et al., 2009). This illustrates that a campus climate 
could be experienced in as many different ways as there are people within an institution. It is the 
product of a collective culture but it is profoundly personal and unique to each member of the 
campus community (Slay et al., 2019). As such, there was a clear gap in the literature explaining 
that campus climate is uniquely experienced by its members. 
Climate and belonging are psychological and environmental factors created out of 
interactions with campus members such as administrators, faculty, staff, and students. Climate 
has been identified as a communication variable that is enacted by the interaction of individuals 
within a group (MacNeil et al., 2009; Nadler & Nadler, 2001). Communication is developed, 
much like culture, by the collective understanding and shared meanings by a group and its 
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individuals concurrently. Climate is the manifestation of communication and culture within a 
university. Climate then is what students experience and it is their perception of the culture that 
is enacted through communication. Culture is what members of a university (faculty, staff, 
administrators) enact via language, rituals, roles, and rules. It is a concept borrowed from 
anthropology, explaining the behaviors and communication of a group’s members. On the other 
hand, students encounter the climate—it is their perception of the culture. Climate is the ethos of 
a school (Van Houtte, 2005). While culture and climate are connected, and climate is a 
manifestation of culture, this study focused on climate, as created by the culture, because it was 
the perception students had of an institution.   
First-Generation Undergraduate Students 
Students entering higher education today face many challenges as they work toward a 
four-year degree. First-generation students (FGS), in particular, are confronting widely varied 
obstacles that are both sociological and psychological in nature (Coffman, 2011; Schreiner et al., 
2011; Stebleton et al., 2014). These challenges include acclimation to the mainstream-privileged 
perspective of university normative culture of independence (Covarrubias et al., 2019; Pratt et 
al., 2017; Pyne & Means, 2013; Stephens et al., 2012); establishing connections and open lines 
of communication with faculty, administrators, staff, and peers (Barbatis, 2010; Gardener & 
Holley, 2011; Ishitani, 2003; Schreiner et al., 2011; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Soria & 
Stubblefield, 2015); understanding the resources available to them (Eitel & Martin, 2009); and 
family role relationships including interdependence with family and achievement guilt (Pratt et 
al., 2017). To understand FSG sense of belonging, this section draws upon the relevant themes 
within the research.   
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All students have complex and varied identities, differing in race, gender, and socio-
economic status, and respond to the challenges of earning a four-year degree in different ways. 
For this study, FGS was defined as students who were the first in their generation within the 
family to attend college in pursuit of a four-year degree. These students pursued their educational 
goals differently. Some attended two-year colleges first and transferred to four-year colleges, 
while others began at four-year universities. Either way, FGS, according to a 2008 Pell Institute 
study (as cited in Postsecondary National Policy Institute [PNPI], 2018) were seven times more 
likely to earn a bachelor’s degree if they began college at a four-year institution. Eleven percent 
of first-generation, low-income students took six years to earn their degree compared to 55% of 
their more advantaged peers (PNPI, 2018). To earn a bachelor’s degree, many of these students 
transferred from two-year colleges as third-year students and 48% of first-generation 
undergraduates began in two-year colleges (PNPI, 2018). The focus then for university 
leadership should be on the third and subsequent years at a four-year university for the retention 
and graduation rates of this population. Therefore, first-year programs and learning communities 
were not considered in this literature review. This study did not focus on belongingness as 
established and nurtured outside of extra-curricular activities, residence halls, support services, 
and other programming; instead, the context of building a sense of belonging was concentrated 
in their area of study or academic unit.   
Faculty connections and interactions were cited numerous times in literature related to 
retention and other positive undergraduate student outcomes (Cole & Griffin, 2013). This was 
the focus of this study. Research must begin to look more systemically at what academic units 
are doing to foster a community of connection and genuine care for first-generation 
undergraduates. Baker and Griffin (2010) noted that faculty fulfill critical roles both in and 
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outside of the classroom for undergraduate students and identified the role of a faculty member 
as a developer of undergraduate students. Baker and Griffin explained that a key factor in 
advancing a student’s understanding of collaboration and setting and achieving goals in higher 
education was connecting with faculty members in both formal and informal settings. In turn, it 
was explained that a faculty member also advances their teaching and mentoring skills with these 
same interactions with the student. 
“It is old news that interactions between students and faculty enhance students learning” 
(Baker & Griffin, 2010, p. 2) and much scholarship has been focused on this very topic (Cole & 
Griffin, 2013). In many ways, this research focused on positive student outcomes influenced by 
such interactions and how initiation of interaction outside of the classroom was sparked by 
classroom teaching styles and behaviors by the faculty. Research was lacking a detailed portrait 
of this collective engagement in the academy as much of the research was collected via surveys 
and asked students, as well as faculty, to self-report without the triangulation of other data 
collection methods such as observation or focus groups (Pratt et al., 2017). 
Pratt et al. (2017) specifically identified in survey data that FGS experienced dissonance 
related to cultural fit of institution, family roles such as achievement guilt, and university 
inclusiveness. These points of conflict arose from the classroom atmosphere (or climate) of 
competition. Further conclusions should be drawn to denote that with such competitive 
classroom environments, it would be unlikely that FGS would seek interaction and connection 
with faculty or the academic unit of study outside of the classroom. Yet, literature continually 
identified that FGS benefited from strong communicative connections with peers, faculty, and 
staff (Barbatis, 2010; Coffman, 2011; Ishitani, 2003; Schreiner et al., 2011; Soria & Stubblefield, 
2015). In their qualitative study of high-risk college students, Schreiner et al. (2011) identified 
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that people (faculty and staff) retained students—not programs, services, or institutions. 
Specifying that influential relationships and connecting in authentic ways with students were 
what provided the greatest support for students at risk of attrition and FGS were part of this at-
risk population. 
Belongingness 
Belonging, the sense of feeling cared for and valued, was identified as the key to 
retention, especially for FGS (Heisserer & Parette, 2002; O’Keeffe, 2013; Strayhorn, 2012; Van 
Houtte, 2005). Belonging, according to Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, is an important 
element for reaching self-actualization. A sense of belonging or affiliation has been 
conceptualized as a basic human need and humans require this connection, care, respect, and 
love. Maslow placed belongingness after physiological and safety needs; thus, if a student had 
food, water, shelter, and felt safe in a space, belonging then could manifest. It was important to 
note that Maslow specified lower needs, like physiological and safety, needed only be fairly or 
reasonably met to move desires upward on the hierarchy. In this research, the foundational 
element here was lower-level basic needs must be met before higher-level needs could be 
satisfied. Therefore, if an undergraduate’s need to belong was ignored or unmet, the student 
would not advance to higher-level need satisfaction such as building self-esteem and, ultimately, 
self-actualization. 
Similarly, Strayhorn (2012) explained that belonging is associated with “numerous 
positive, prosocial, and productive outcomes in specific domains such as education” (p. 9). In 
certain environments with certain people, belongingness takes on heightened significance such as 
when a place is foreign and people feel unsupported (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 10). Retention or 
attrition could be attributed to a student’s sense of belonging if the educational environment 
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remained foreign, perhaps prioritizing incompatible values for the student, and structural 
relations were not established as supportive and caring interactions. When a student’s need for 
belonging is not met, they leave. Survey data (Sommet et al., 2015) illustrated that FGS who 
were enrolled in institutions with more competitive domains suffered from a lack of student-
institution fit, leading to attrition. Sommet et al. (2015) also found continuing-generation 
students lacked institutional fit when enrolled in less competitive domains, clearly indicating that 
context and the experience of belonging differed based on these students’ characteristics. 
Belongingness then was experienced, perceived, and ultimately felt in different ways based on 
being a first-generation student. 
Strayhorn (2012) clarified an important element to the belief of belonging: first-
generation students are “context-dependent, such that sense of belonging in a particular context 
(e.g., department, classroom) has the greatest influence on outcomes (e.g., adjustment, 
achievement) in that area” (p. 20). First-generation students generally spend less time on campus 
outside of class for a variety of reasons (family role, employment, etc.) and the time spent on 
campus is in the classroom with peers and faculty focused on their area of study. Little is known 
about the climate these students are experiencing in the classroom or academic unit in higher 
education (Freeman et al., 2007; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). Feelings of belonging for 
undergraduate students develop from interpersonal relationships with classmates and faculty who 
encourage meaningful group interactions and facilitate such climates (Zumbrunn et al., 2014). 
Strayhorn explained that most belonging research about undergraduates focuses on campus 
community and not smaller units such as the academic unit of study, thus emphasizing a need for 
systemic research on the department climate that encourages belongingness.   
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Community of Care 
Learning environments in academic units should have the characteristics Nel Noddings 
(2010) described as care ethics. Noddings explained an ethic of care as a reciprocal exchange 
between an instructor and student where being cared for and being the care-giver are experienced 
by both in a community of care. During this time in higher education, where students and their 
families are investing more and demanding more in return, it is imperative to encourage and 
support academic units that deliberately create and nurture caring teacher-student relationships 
(O’Brien, 2010). Feeling cared for by an institution has been identified as the single most 
important factor in advising students at risk of attrition (Heisserer & Parette, 2002). 
Care has been cited as the most desirable factor at a university and as a characteristic that 
overcomes the sense of isolation (Graham-Smith & Lafayette, 2004). While this was highlighted 
in research related to people with disabilities, it is transferable to other populations who might 
experience feelings of isolation and a lack of belonging. Since research identified 
communication with faculty as a strong component to connection, community, and sense of 
belonging, it is important to note that “when instructors exemplify the qualities of character (i.e., 
kind, virtuous, good) and caring (i.e., empathic, understanding, responsive), students report a 
greater likelihood of communicating with them” (Myers, 2004, p. 134).   
First-generation students experience isolation in a variety of ways and with a population 
that consistently reports a high connection and dependence on family, the experience of isolation 
could occur on campus and within the family. While this is complicated and experienced 
differently by FGS, the qualities of care ethics are vital for them to experience from faculty 
members who comprise the department they have declared as their major. The quality character 
of faculty and the display of care for the students they teach and advise has a great impact on 
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FGS. It is difficult to separate character and care as they are interconnected in deep ways. The 
morality of faculty, the principles that guide their actions, and the shared mission they enact are 
valued more when combined with a true desire of care for students. The heart of an institution is 
the faculty, teachers, and professors—the group of individuals who have dedicated their life to 
advancing knowledge. Research does this but so does caring about the students who fill the 
classrooms each semester. When faculty show genuine qualities of care, students become more 
secure in the classroom and college experience and develop as whole humans, not just 
intellectually. 
In locus parentis, a historical framing of higher education institutions where they serve in 
place of parents for the students while they study for four years (or six), must be revisited as an 
element of care ethics. Parents entrust the institution to care for their child as they did to guide 
them in human development. This is embedded in the ideas of care ethics in that the university 
replaces (for a time being) the family for the student, the relationships between students and their 
faculty (especially those in their major) historically has sought to help guide not just knowledge 
acquisition, but to develop strong moral character as productive citizens. The classroom and the 
interaction with faculty in a variety of settings can foster this and historically has. It seems higher 
education has lost sight of this quality as we move toward a model of commercialized education. 
If the student is viewed as customer, instead of a developing person, the dynamic of in locus 
parentis changes—students in a commercial education system get what they want instead of what 
they need. Growing emotionally and morally is challenging and at times even I resisted the ugly 
parts of my rational thought process that have been challenged by my education. It could be 
difficult and scary for students to develop morally and without faculty exhibiting care ethics—it 
might not even happen. 
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Noddings (2010) explained this educational philosophy as nurturing the student and 
caring, or giving space, to focus on the student’s development, which sometimes supersedes that 
of the subject being taught. As institutions have shifted their priorities from this long -standing 
idea of in locus parentis to consumer-based teaching and researching, we are losing sight of the 
human being in education. First-generation students experience the loss of humanity more than 
other students. The place of care comes from the historical frame of in locus parentis; higher 
education picked up where the family left off. To retain FGS, institutions need to reaffirm this 
commitment of care in practice. Caring about a student as a developing human and nurturing 
them in appropriate ways to challenge their intellect and character is the task of 21st century 
faculty. The ivory tower is no longer relevant and must revisit its own history to reclaim that 
commitment of in locus parentis.   
Summary  
 Leadership in four-year public residential universities is faced with many challenges 
related to retention of FGS as this population of students has unique and widely varied 
challenges. Being the first in one’s family to graduate with a four-year degree is only one part of 
these students’ identities, which adds a layer of difficulty for administrators to directly address 
retention issues for these students. When a population of students has less time to engage in 
campus programs, student organizations, and other extracurricular programming designed to 
build belonging and connection between students and the institution, a solution must be found in 
the time and space the student does spend on campus. Interestingly, their academic department of 
choice (the field of study or the student’s major) plays a major role. With a lack of descriptive 
research or qualitative approach in climate, this study sought to describe the climate of an 
academic department in which FGS and alumni have felt a sense of belonging during their 
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university experience. The description offers leadership and administrators at public four-year 
residential universities a detailed portrait of the student experiences in a micro-level climate 
which nurtures a sense of belonging in a student population that is as unique as the obstacles they 









 This chapter explains the methodology used for my research on FGS and their perceived 
connection and belonging to their major field of study. The Communication Studies Department 
(CSD) at the University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) is the point of focus. The essence of 
something, as Lawrence Lightfoot and Davis (1997) explained, is not a reflection of it but rather, 
the culmination of “qualities of character and history” (p. 4). The essence of this dissertation then 
was bringing to life all of these qualities and histories in a single portrait. The subject and actors 
of the portrait might be familiar with their character and history, yet some might be less familiar, 
overlooked, or even denied by the subject. My research attempted to capture the essence of 
feeling connected, or having a sense of belonging, within the foreign experience of the FGS in 
higher education. The data collected in semi-structured interviews, my personal journal, and 
context research about the university and academic department created a portrait of an academic 
unit that has been identified as fostering a sense of belongingness in FGS.   
To align with the methodological approach of portraiture, a place or person must be 
selected because it is a good example or has goodness quality (Lawrence Lightfoot, 1983). The 
central focus of portraiture is to highlight that which is good or successful rather than the 
diseases that plague the educational environment (Lawrence Lightfoot, 1983). Intention is a 
salient feature of portraiture and honors the researcher’s connection to the subject under 
investigation and expects integration of the researcher’s voice within the final portrait to increase 
understanding of complexities in a phenomenon and to breathe life into the description. As the 
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researcher I remained committed to moving beyond the surface and offer my perceptions. The 
relationship between the artist and the subject of the portrait evolved in ways that were generous, 
tough, skeptical, and receptive (Lawrence Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 4).   
Research Questions 
This study sought to offer a portrait of first-generation undergraduates’ feelings of 
belongingness within an academic unit by focusing on the following research questions:  
Q1  How do FGS make meaning of belongingness in an academic unit? 
 
Q2  How do FGS describe the academic unit’s climate that contributes to their sense 
of belonging? 
 
Q3  According to participants, how do social interactions within the academic unit 
contribute to belongingness? 
 
Q4  How do FGS interpret symbols that create a sense of belongingness? 
 
Research Design 
 A qualitative research approach “begins with assumptions and the use of 
interpretive/theoretical frame works that inform the study of research problems addressing the 
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). 
My research sought to better understand how the climate within an academic unit influenced a 
FGS’s sense of belonging and, ultimately, the retention of the student to the institution. As an 
interpretive study, the theoretical frame was symbolic interactionism. This framework guided my 
methodology as it emphasized the interconnectivity of meaning creation and the interactions 
humans have with people, places, and things (Griffin, 2006). Climate and belongingness are 
created by humans assigning meaning to people, interactions, narratives, objects, and actions in a 
particular context. My study, employing portraiture, described the meanings created by 
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interactions between the participant (FGS and alumni) and the department actors (faculty and 
staff) within the context of the academic unit (CSD).   
Interpretivism 
For students, a sense of belonging, community of care, and achievement are complex 
issues. When these issues are taken together, the complexity is magnified. The lens of 
interpretive studies, as Creswell (2013) explained, is employed when “a problem or issue needs 
to be explored. This exploration is needed, in turn, because of a need to study a group or 
population, identify variables that cannot be easily measured, or hear silenced voices” (pp. 47-
48). The population that needed to be studied was first-generation students. That which could not 
be easily measured was a sense of belonging, communities of care, and reasons for retention. 
Silenced voices were first-generation students. Thus, an interpretive framework was most 
appropriate for this topic of study and is further explained in this section. 
Past studies that employed an interpretive framework examined undergraduate students in 
the process or transition from a feeling of not belonging to feeling connected to a university 
(Palmer et al., 2009). In their study, Palmer et al. (2009) looked at the transition or the in-
between place of moving from the home as a place of belonging to the university as a place of 
belonging or fitting in. The research described the meaningful connections students made at 
various turning points to move from not belonging to fitting in. These connections were situated 
in the meaning students created with the context of CSD.   
The interpretive framework must be supported by a theory. My research used symbolic 
interactionism like Attinasi (1989) did in the study of Mexican Americans’ perceptions of 
university attendance and the implications for freshman year persistence. “Symbolic 
interactionism emphasizes social interaction as a process that forms human conduct: It is from 
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the interaction of the individual with others that the meanings of things arise, and it is on the 
basis of their meaning that the individual acts toward things” (Attinasi, 1989, p. 251). Attinasi 
used open-ended interviewing of 18 students and former students over a span of 8 to 11 months 
to more fully understand the experiences of these informants and offered detailed descriptions of 
the complex issue of finding one’s way in large-scale environments (pp. 271-272). 
It was apparent, especially with the above research examples, that interpretivism had 
limitations such as an inability to generalize findings and the use of small sample sizes. Yet, the 
rich descriptions and detailed encounters with individuals on a college campus brought focus to 
complex issues that seemed to be challenging for leadership to address. The value in 
understanding the lived, individualized experiences of FGS has been mounting over the last 
decade as more of these students enter college annually. As Booker (2016) explained in the study 
of African American female undergraduates and sense of belonging, “the majority of the 
research on student belonging in college student populations has been deductive in nature” (p. 
220). This demonstrated a need to open the research and allow for students from populations 
faced with belongingness challenges to describe their lived experiences with finding connections 
in meaningful interactions. Further, Booker (2016) explained the benefit interpretivism had by 
allowing populations of people to be heard individually as well as collectively, even when 
findings would not be generalizable to an overall population. 
Symbolic Interactionism 
 Symbolic interactionism was the theory that framed this research. This theory, created by 
George Herbert Mead and advanced by the writings of Herbert Blumer, contains “three premises 
[which] lead to conclusions about the creation of a person’s self and socialization into a larger 
community” (Griffin, 2006, p. 56). The three premises explain the construct of a social reality 
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(meaning of things) through the use of language (the source of meaning) and minding (inner 
conversations or thinking). To unpack this idea and to more fully understand the theory of 
symbolic interactionism, it was important to consider our notions of self and self in community. 
 The human construct of a social reality through the use of language and minding should 
be closely examined in relation to self and self in community. Premise one is humans act toward 
people and things on the basis of the meanings they assign to those people and things (Griffin, 
2006). In the context of my research, FGS engaged in a place to which they had ascribed the 
meaning of connection and belonging. When students include themselves as members of a 
community (CSD for instance), they enact the culture or normative behaviors that are a part of 
that community. The social reality for these students in terms of feeling a sense of belongingness 
is created out of relationship. This brings us to the second premise: Meaning arises out of social 
interactions people have with one another. This second premise refers to climate—the current 
perceptions, feelings, and attitudes a student has toward the organization (Peterson & Spencer, 
1990). This social reality (climate) arose out of interaction with people in CSD and how a 
student internalized these interactions. Premise three is an individual’s interpretation of symbols 
are modified by their own thought processes. This premise is related to an internal process of 
self-talk about the sense of belonging to a particular university and program of study. 
 This theory assisted in framing the complexities of the key concept of belongingness 
from the perspective of FGS. A portrait of belongingness, directed by and created with 
descriptions provided by FGS, advanced the understanding of both environmental and personal 
contributions to the student’s sense of belonging. This theory demonstrated the importance of 
understanding the social reality for these students and how that reality was constructed by their 
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perceptions of day-to-day interactions within the university setting. This theory also supported 
the selected methodology for this study: portraiture.     
Portraiture Methodology 
 Portraiture seeks to use artistic detailed descriptions to intentionally bring into focus the 
context and human experience under investigation. The component parts of this methodological 
process include context, group voice, relationship, emergent themes, and aesthetic whole (Davis, 
2003).   
Context includes the physical location of the research site and the informants within it. A 
portraitist must set the stage for the research and intentionally include physical context, personal 
context, and historical context that begin to illuminate the essence of the subject under study. In 
my study, the FGS experiences dated back 17 years while the faculty experiences dated back 28 
years, giving this research a glimpse into what a strong, stable academic unit could accomplish 
by way of creating a strong culture that fostered a community and climate of care for FGS.   
Group voice is the fusing together of the voices of all participants. The “voice necessarily 
affects observation, understanding, and reportage” (Davis, 2003, p. 206) and is a combined 
description the artist creates by this fusion of voices. To ensure good quality voice, data 
triangulation was used to converge information from different sources. In my study, these 
sources consisted of the following perspectives within the CSD: faculty and staff, two current 
FGS, and three FGS alumni. 
Relationship, as Davis (2003) explained, is underscored by the researcher’s mantra of ‘do 
no harm.’ The researcher must enter a site with respect and be attentive to the personal and 
historical context in which she is entering. “A trusting relationship between research participant 
and researcher allows for the co-construction of a story that belongs to and honors them both” 
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(Davis, 2003, p. 210). As stated earlier in this chapter, a portrait is not simply a reflection of the 
subject under study, it is a culmination of the historical, personal, and contextual aspects of the 
subject. Portraiture values the researcher’s connection and interaction with the subject. In my 
research, I was firmly situated in the research site among the first-generation students and had 
the intention to create a portrait of how belongingness was created from an authentic connection 
within the Communication Studies Department at the University of Northern Colorado.   
Similarities in descriptions organized the lived experiences of the research participants.  
These emergent themes surfaced through the interaction with participants and mirrored the 
experiences. These repeating descriptors from the participants directed the themes that were 
central to the portrait. 
The aesthetic whole as described by Davis (2003) is “communicative expression of 
understanding relies on the creation of a balanced composition, a unified whole” (p. 214). The 
final draft of the portraiture must be balanced with the developing process and the product 
creation. Each piece of material included, every story excluded, the organization of themes, the 
literature that informed the problem were all selected with high sensitivity to ‘is this right’ and 
‘does this fit’ (Davis, 2003). In answering these broad questions, the end product must 
communicate the findings, honor the researcher, and the subject of the research. 
This portrait aimed to capture the essence of belonging and community. As Lawrence 
Lightfoot (1983) put it in The Good High School, seeing her personal portrait revealed she was 
able to see herself as a child, her present self, and herself in future possibilities. The portrait is a 
reflection of past, present and future—it is timeless. To ensure this portrait accomplished this 
feedback and other content, suggestions were solicited from the participants as I crafted the final 
version of the portrait.  
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Research Site 
 The research site selection for this study was purposeful as the goal of portraiture is to 
capture a good quality example of a phenomenon with an authentic voice. The University of 
Northern Colorado (UNCO) has a current enrollment of just under 10,000 undergraduate 
students and 43% identified as FGS. First-generation students are students whose biological or 
adoptive parents did not earn a four-year degree. The University of Northern Colorado, 
established in 1889 as a state normal school, has a long history of teaching women and minority 
students. State normal schools were established as part of the federal funding provided to states 
under the Morrill Act of 1862. Normal schools including UNCO served as another form of 
access to higher education for minority students including women and ethnic minority students, 
many of whom were and continue to be a part of a larger group: first-generation students.  
Data Collection 
 Voice is the research instrument for portraiture (Lawrence Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) and 
in order to fuse the artist’s voice with the subject’s voice, a variety of data collection methods 
were used including one-on-one semi-structured interviews, my journal as the artist, and context 
research. To create a vibrant and authentic portrait, it was necessary to triangulate a variety of 
information perspectives and to extract that information in a number of ways. The first point of 
the triangle was the informants (students and alumni); their narratives identified the actors 
(faculty and staff) who were the second point of the triangle. As the balance and the third point 
of the triangle, I included myself as the researcher/artist. To ensure this, I purposefully chose the 
following informants or participants in the CSD: two current students (China Cordova and 
Jasmin Means) and three alumni: Natalie Meister, Amanda Hanson, and Summer Preston. The 
CSD actors, or members, were identified and part of a central story told by at least one of the 
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participants as contributing to their sense of connection and belonging. Seven faculty and two 
support staff members of CSD were also participants. Of the faculty members, three are contract 
renewable who had been in their current positions for a minimum of nine years and four were 
tenured faculty. Data collected from these participants and my journal were used to create the 
portrait of the academic unit. 
Procedures Followed 
Participant Criteria 
To be a participant in my study, the following preliminary requirements for student, 
alumni, and faculty/staff participants were satisfied. First, current students who identified as FGS 
were those students of the first-generation from their biological or adoptive family to attend a 
four-year college in pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. This definition specified “of the first-
generation from…” because a sibling who has attained a bachelor’s degree is from the same first 
generation. Students also met the criteria of a declared Communication Studies major and in at 
least their third year at the university. Alumni for the study met all the same requirements and 
had graduated after 1992 with a degree in Communication Studies (or Speech Communication, 
which was the previous program/department name). Finally, this group of participants (students 
and alumni) also identified the actors (faculty and staff) within the academic unit who 
contributed to their feelings of connection, community, or belonging to the CSD.   
Further criteria for participants (students and alumni) included enrollment at the 
university as a first time, full-time undergraduate student (eliminating transfer students) and self-
identified as feeling a sense of belonging and connection to the CSD. According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics (Cataldi et al., 2018), the overall graduation rate for females who 
enrolled as first-time, full-time students at four-year universities was 64%. To reflect this 
52 
statistic, the criterion of graduating within six years of admission was added. Alumni 
demonstrated a post-graduation connection to the CSD and each had graduated or were in 
enrolled in the department’s graduate program. This criterion of staying connected to the 
academic unit was important in authenticating the sense of belonging. It demonstrated that the 
connection between the student and the faculty within the department was genuine and valuable 
to the growth of the student and the department. 
Participant Recruitment and  
Selection  
 Upon receiving approval from Institutional Review Board (see Appendix A), I began 
participant recruitment in February of 2020. As the researcher/artist and current full-time faculty 
at UNCO, I used the following protocol to recruit participants.   
• Step 1: Solicit recommendations from CSD faculty for students and alumni who fit 
the participant criteria  
• Step 2: Used my personal connections with alumni to find potential participants 
who fit the participant criteria 
• Step 3: Asked students and alumni personally if they would agree to participate in 
the study, providing a brief description of the purpose for the study  
• Step 4:  As participants were located who satisfied the criteria, I asked each if they 
could recommend others who might be willing to participate in the study. 
Just as I began this process, the global pandemic of 2020 shattered any sense of 
normalcy. As infection rates, hospitalization rates, and death rates from COVID-19 spread across 
the globe, UNCO closed in-person learning for the duration of spring semester 2020 and 
eventually through the summer. Recruitment of participants became difficult specifically with 
the category of current students. Without in-person classes, I was unable to recruit informants 
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through visiting classes and talking with students visiting the CSD office. As a result of the 
lockdowns, I was forced to use more of my personal contacts and resources to locate the 
informants for my research. China and Jazmin were students of mine in an undergraduate course. 
For the alumni recruiting, I relied on other CSD faculty to put me in contact with alumni who 
fulfilled the participant criteria. To my surprise, locating alumni was not difficult.  
Criteria for participant (informants and actors) selection were that the narratives of the 
participants converged to create one portrait of climate, accounting for multiple layered 
narratives of each participant. To create the complex portrait of belongingness felt by the 
informants, these participants had to have similar, interconnected, and overlapping experiences. 
Portraiture relies on the artist to make strategic choices about the data to include based on the 
five elements discussed previously: context, group voice, relationship, emergent themes, and the 
aesthetic whole.  
This portrait integrated the stories from three distinct categories: the informants, the 
actors, and the artist. The portrait was a compilation of FGS as informants, CSD members as 
actors, and the artist. Three of the actors were FGS and in crafting this portrait of FGS 
belongingness, it was important to recognize the perspective on teaching and tactics of 
engagement with students as influenced by their status.   
Each informant was unique and their stories included diverse backgrounds, experiences, 
family structure, and motivation to complete their bachelor’s degree. It was important to 
understand this by the author and while not every part of each person’s story was included, main 
themes emerged during data collection and these directed the creation of a single story that 
encompassed the informants’ experiences in answering the research questions. The global 
pandemic presented challenges to data collection and my story as a FGS was used to further 
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complement the emergent themes. Through bridling, I used my voice, my story, to develop a 
more nuanced, rich portrait.   
Through the course of creating the portrait, the following FGS voices informed and 
navigated the artistic expression of belongingness in the CSD. Jazmin, a woman of color, was in 
her final semester at UNCO at the time of the interviews. She was originally from Colorado and 
much of her family lives in the state. China, also a woman of color, is from a household managed 
by a single mother, is in her third year at UNCO, and expressed a common sentiment about the 
kind and friendly nature of the faculty within the CSD. Data collection also included two 
undergraduate alumni who were currently working to complete their final year of graduate 
school within the same department. Amanda, another Colorado native, was a TA in the CSD. 
Natalie, also a TA in the CSD, was a California native who originally came to UNCO to study 
Musical Theater. Summer earned her bachelor’s and master’s in CSD and went on to earn her 
Ph.D. at Arizona State University.  
This study was focused on one demographic description of the informants: they identified 
as a first-generation student. As the researcher, I understood demographics such as race, 
ethnicity, age, gender, family structure and socio-economic status, and academic preparedness 
had an impact on belongingness. Since this study was the first of its kind to examining sense of 
belonging for FGS in an academic unit, I did not want to lose sight of that key demographic 
descriptor. I included details of the informants including being identified as women of color, 
being raised by a single-mother, and being an out-of-state student to demonstrate the informants 
were heterogeneous and representative of the diversity of FGS. 
As FGS, three of the CSD actors saw themselves in the younger FGS at UNCO. Jarae 
Fulton is a senior lecturer in the department and earned her bachelor’s and master’s in CSD. 
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Melissa Donley, an intercollegiate athlete for Western State, graduated from UNCO with a 
master’s in Communication Studies and is now a senior lecturer in CSD. Dr. Sherilyn Marrow is 
currently a tenured, full-professor in the CSD and FGS. She graduated from the University of 
Nebraska with her undergraduate degree and earned her Ph.D. from the University of Denver. 
While FGS were not the only actors in the portrait, their perspectives were valuable. As this 
portrait sought to capture the essence of belongingness to an academic unit from the perspective 
of FSG, my research uniquely captured it from a variety of vantage points.  
Centering on the undergraduate experience, this portrait lent perspective to first 
generation graduate student and first-generation faculty experiences. This unique portrait 
captured the value FGS brought to higher education at multiple levels. The portrait was created 
through semi-structured interviews with informants and actors and my journal. While analyzing 
the interview transcripts, I used my journal writings to give detail and depth to the portrait. Every 
participant signed an informed consent form (see Appendix B) via DocuSign and because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted using Zoom and recorded. 
Semi-Structured Interviews 
Once the informants were identified and agreed to participate, I began a series of semi-
structured interviews. Each interview included stories of belongingness through interactions with 
the actors, who then became the next participants. Additional criteria for actors were they were 
employed within CSD at least part-time and had been named by the informant as contributing to 
their sense of belonging. Initially, the semi-structured interviews with the current FGS and 
alumni of the CSD laid the foundation for the next layer of data collection. Faculty and/or staff 
who surfaced as actors in creating a sense of belonging for the student were interviewed in the 
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same manner. The following questions were used in the semi-structured interviews with the FGS 
participants (current students and alumni): 
1. Tell me about you, when did you start UNCO, why did you decide to come to 
college and what were your goals for yourself. 
2. Tell me about your family and how college was viewed and discussed in your house 
before you applied to UNCO? 
3. What were some of the things you thought about before you started college? What 
worries, concerns---what were your expectations? 
4. Tell me a story about when you felt connected or that you ‘fit in’ at UNCO (the 
university) specifically within the Communication Studies Program (the academic 
unit). 
5. Explain situations and encounters that led you to feel more comfortable within the 
academic unit, thus building a sense of belonging/connection—maybe even 
interdependence? 
6. Were there any specific instances with faculty or staff that made you feel a sense of 
community?  Tell me about them, help me understand the feelings, the actions, the 
atmosphere, maybe even the routine? 
7. What were some of the specific behaviors you recalled, feel free to use the name of 
the faculty or staff.  
8. What does it mean to belong to something? What made you believe you ‘belonged’ 
in the COMM (Communication Studies Department)? 
9. Did you have a sense of community or connection prior to coming to college 
(UNCO)?  Tell me about that. 
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10. Was there anything about being a female that influenced your sense of belonging? 
When the participants recounted experiences and named specific faculty in the sharing of their 
answers, I sought out that faculty member to engage in a semi-structured interview. All faculty 
identified in this way agreed to participate and the semi-structured interviews with these actors 
included the following questions: 
1. How do you attempt to create community in your classroom and among the students 
in this major? 
2. How do you attempt to create community outside the classroom among the students 
in this major? 
3. How does (or has) the unit come together to create a collective sense of belonging 
among the students in the major? 
4. How does the unit work to create connections and community for first-generation 
students? 
5. Students and/or alumni have mentioned the following: I feel like I matter, these are 
my people, I experienced connections within sm. groups in classroom (discussion & 
projects) Can you speak to how you may contribute to these phrases?  
6.  What does it mean to belong? 
Since support staff fulfill a different role and function in an academic office, I asked these 
questions:  
1. Tell me about yourself and your role in the Department. 
2. How do you attempt to create community in the office and among the students in 
this major? 
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3. How do you attempt to create community outside the office among the students in 
this major? 
4. How does (or has) the unit come together to create a collective sense of belonging 
among the students in the major? 
5. How does the unit work to create connections and community for first-generation 
students? 
6. Students and/or alumni have mentioned the following; Feel like I matter, these are 
my people, I experience connection in the office. Can you speak to how you might 
contribute to this?  
7. What does it mean to belong? 
Data Analysis 
 I used HappyScribe to transcribe the recorded interviews, listened to the recordings, and 
edited the transcriptions for accuracy. The Listening Guide was used to analyze the interview 
transcripts. To know the inner world of another person is difficult but this data analysis method 
was created to allow the research to better facilitate the discovery process (Gilligan et al., 2003). 
This technique allowed for multiple levels of coding of the same text. This layered approach 
allowed me to better understand the psychological construct of belongingness. The Listening 
Guide has four steps: listening for the plot, I poems, listening for contrapuntal voices, and 
composing an analysis. These four steps allowed for a more complete portrait.   
The first step, listening for the plot, directed the researcher to (a) listen for the theme and 
(b) respond to the interview transcript. This qualitative approach to data analysis recognized the 
researcher is not neutral. Instead, it honored the basic principles of reflexivity and emphasized 
consciously and actively focusing and documenting the artist’s responses to the participant’s 
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shared experiences, while noting my social positioning in relation to the participant, the nature of 
my relationship with them, and my emotional response (Gilligan et al., 2003). This avoided the 
possibility of conflating my experience with that of the participant. Gilligan et al.’s (2003) 
warning was not taken lightly. The technique of bridling was also used to strengthen a distinction 
between my experiences and those of my participants. In many ways, bridling was central to the 
entire research process because of my strong connection to UNCO and the CSD as an FGS. 
Dahlberg (2006) explained bridling in a familiar way to me—with a metaphor of riding a horse. 
The rider bridles the horse to offer direction much like the artist bridles the interview with the 
questions. The rider respects the power of the horse (the experiences of the participants) and 
directs them down the path to the destination (the portrait). I was attentive to the plot, which was 
revealed by the narrative of the participants. I was creating a portrait to display the experience of 
belonging and connection in the CSD through the narratives shared by the FGS. I used the 
technique of bridling by listening to my inner thoughts and questions about my relationship with 
the subject and participants by leading them, bridling them, in a way that gave depth to their 
stories not to direct what was shared. A powerful feature of my methodology was 
autoethnographic journaling to enhance the participants’ stories and experiences. I kept a journal 
about my experiences triggered by what the participants shared. I allowed the informants and 
actors to direct the broad strokes of the portrait. This was to say the emergent themes, convergent 
experiences, and spotlight on events came from the participants, and if my experiences seemed 
relatable, I added to the portrait to create depth.  
The plot, accompanied by bridling, directed a frame around the portrait, which had 
several emergent themes. The first theme to emerge was family. The actors then as family were 
the support and the community of care for the FGS. The second emergent theme was trust. Many 
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FGS were directed to the CSD because they trusted a friend. The third theme was value. First-
generation students in CSD began to see themselves as important, heard, and respected—I 
matter. These themes directed the portrait in terms of the focus and structure.   
The second step, I poems, is when the researcher takes the transcript and ‘cuts’ it to 
include I statements, or first-person statements, with the associated verbs. The artist observes as 
the participants describe themselves. In the interview transcript, this was often looking at what 
stories and descriptions were connected to phrases that started with “I was valued,” “I felt like I 
mattered,” and “I was seen.” Most of the I poems linked the feeling of acceptance and value with 
a feeling of connection to the Communication Studies Department.   
The third step, listening for contrapuntal voices, demands the researcher identify the 
dichotomy between estrangement and belongingness. Specifically, it identifies the moment of 
transition from alienation to belonging. In most cases, the FGS remembered the feeling of relief 
when they made contact with the CSD actors.  
Finally, as the researcher, I compiled what I learned from the participants and created one 
portrait. This portrait embodied what the informants and actors shared as it related to a cohesive 
story (the plot) that situated the FGS in the context of the CSD (view of self in context of 
department and higher education) and the development of a sense of belonging.   
Trustworthiness 
To ensure my research findings were trustworthy and authentic, I used member checking 
and triangulation. Member checking is when the researcher allows the participants to review the 
findings and interpretations to ensure credibility (Creswell, 2002). For qualitative research, 
member checking is considered to be the strongest technique to ensure accurate findings are 
reported (Creswell, 2002). To perform member checking, I sent transcripts to the participants, 
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allowing them to clarify what they said if it could more accurately and authentically depict their 
experiences. To ensure the portrait was authentic and as the final member check, I sent all 
participants a copy of Chapter IV to review and offer modification to best capture their 
contributions to the portrait.  
The portrait of the climate must ‘ring true’ for multiple members of the community so it 
must be arranged by the artist. Although the portrait is timeless, it should also be recognizable to 
the participants and should capture the history and contemporary image of climate. I used 
triangulation to interpret the data from the informants, the actors, and my experience. The 
informants tell their story and point to the actors as a necessary component of belongingness.  
The actors tell their stories of creating climate and culture, which framed the experience of 
belongingness for the informants. As the artist, I used my journal to synthesize and expand on 
the stories told by the informants and the actors in order to complete the portrait of 
belongingness. Further, the themes and stories shared in the findings have a connection with at 
least one other participant. 
To create credibility, establish confirmability, and demonstrate dependability, I used 
member checking, triangulation, and my perspective. This was consistent with the descriptions 
of having the data sources, the participants, verify through member checking the interpretations 
presented in the findings were consistent with their experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1983; Stake, 
1995). 
 Credibility was explained by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as the degree to which the 
findings made sense and rang true to participants. Use of member checks and my reflections on 
23 years of immersion in the research site strengthened the credibility of the findings. 
Participants in this study were given their interview transcriptions and the drafts of the research 
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findings to provide feedback on the accuracy of the transcriptions. The participants confirmed 
the findings of these renditions reflected their experiences and offered a few revision suggestions 
on direct quotes.  
 This qualitative study achieved dependability by explicitly describing the data collection 
process and providing an audit trail. An audit trail provides transparency in the procedures for 
data collection and how decisions were made during data collection (Morse et al., 2002). Detail 
provided in the previous sections, Procedures Followed and Data Analysis, depicted the audit 
trail. This coupled with member checks supported the dependability of this study. 
 Confirmability refers to the researcher’s attempts to corroborate data (Drisko, 1997). I 
used triangulation with three distinct primary sources for data (informants, actors, and my 
experience/research journal) to establish confirmability. To support confirmability within the 
primary sources of data, I used member checks. Triangulation and member checking 
strengthened this study’s confirmability.  
Ethical Concerns 
My conduct and this research were guided by an ethics of care. Nel Noddings (1984) 
explained, “As we build an ethic on caring and as we examine education under its guidance, we 
shall see that the greatest obligation of educators, inside and outside formal schooling, is to 
nurture the ethical ideals of those with whom they come in contact” (p. 49). I believed it was 
important to lead with this caring perspective, viewing each participant as an individual who was 
willing to share their experiences to help others see the value in building communities of care 
where belongingness could be nurtured. Respecting each story shared, each example and vivid 
description given, added to the portrait of belongingness. I extended this ethic of care to all 
participants. Portraiture as a methodology aims to capture the essence of goodness; this propelled 
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my intentional choice to name the university and not use pseudonyms for the participants. 
Choosing this required me to give more attention to care ethics as the university and participants 
were explicitly identified in this dissertation.  
When working with human agents for social scientific research, it was important to 
clearly discuss the concerns and priorities of ethical conduct. The guidelines as suggested, and 
required, by the university’s Institutional Review Board were fully complied with during all 
phases of this study. Each participant signed an informed consent form (see Appendix B) prior to 
the initial one-on-one interview where I further explained in clear and concise language the 
nature of the study including the manner in which the findings would be written and shared. In 
order to be guided fully by the chosen methodology, which called for transparency and 
authenticity, participant identities were used in the reporting of the findings. This was approved 
by the Institutional Review Board and by signing the consent form, each participant agreed and 
willingly participated in the interviews and other data collection for my research.   
Sharing positive experiences was the focus of my study and if participants perceived the 
study as invasive or difficult, they could choose to discontinue their participation in the study. If 
for any reason a participant decided they no longer wanted to participate, they could remove 
themselves at any point and there would no reference to them specifically in the findings. I am a 
state mandated reporter as an employee of UNCO. This means if a participant shared information 
about experiencing gender-based violence or misconduct, I was required to notify the Office of 
Institutional Equity and Compliance. This was explicit in the consent form. I also provided 
participants with a list of resources to use at the university if they wished to discuss any matters 
with a confidential source or to seek further help if shared with me. It was important to me that 
all participants were well informed of my position as a mandated reporter and to offer the 
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following resources if needed: The Assault Survivors Advocacy Program, the Counseling 
Center, Student Legal Services, The Office of Institutional Equity and Compliance, the Dean of 
Students Office, and Student Outreach and Support. 
Summary 
 This study offered a comprehensive description of how the climate of a single academic 
unit nurtured a sense of belonging for FGS. Framed with the theory of symbolic interactionism 
and following the methodology of portraiture, my research offered a single portrait of an 
academic unit where FGS identified as feeling connected, a part of a community, and a sense of 
belonging. Conducting one-on-one semi-structured interviews, keeping a research journal, and 
analysis of field notes, I attempted to compose a portrait that honored the history and character of 
the climate within an academic unit where FGS expressed feeling a sense of belonging. With 
purposeful selection of the research site, participants, and data collection methods, this research 
yielded a portrait that is not a reflection of the subject but the essence of it. Lawrence Lightfoot 
(1978) explained, “In these portraits, then, goodness is seen as a holistic dimension whose 
interpretation requires an embeddedness in the context,” (p. 24). This research design illuminated 
the goodness of climate within the Communication Studies Department to help leadership, 
faculty, students, and other campus community members develop a more complete sense of 










Education is a collective of what is created, intentionally and unintentionally, by 
educators and interpretation of those symbolic acts by the students. It is relational. In this 
chapter, I present my findings based on my analysis of the data I collected, which captured the 
essence of how climate within an academic unit (Communication Studies Department) 
contributed to FGS sense of belonging, connection to that unit, and manifested in persistence to 
graduation. Culture is the frame in which climate is expressed. Just as a frame draws attention to 
a portrait, culture surrounds the space in which climate is experienced. The portrait is held by the 
frame and climate is result of the culture. Culture was developed, enacted, and embodied by the 
actors in CSD. The actors, the faculty and staff, were the frame for the portrait/climate 
experienced by FGS—the informants.  
First-generation students (FGS) experienced climate through symbolic reality. Climate is 
the descendent of culture. To understand climate then, it is imperative to consider the culture that 
cultivates the climate. The depth and breadth of this culture of care breathes life into the climate 
that becomes a climate of care. For this reason, I chose to begin with the faculty and staff. 
The following sections—Faculty Culture, Culture from the Perspective of the Staff, and 
Climate from the FGS Perspective—were informed by 1,040 minutes of interviews. I paint a 
comprehensive portrait that captured a more complete and compelling story of the influence 




Faculty members have a central role in creating both the culture and climate of an 
academic program. This is due to their professional longevity and central role in the experiences 
of students. Therefore, to understand the climate in an academic unit requires first understanding 
the faculty culture. Members of the culture act in order to frame the climate. For my research, I 
interviewed seven members of the faculty: four who were tenured full-professors and three who 
were in contract renewable positions. All faculty contributed collectively and individually to the 
culture. The faculty, diverse in their background and research agendas, shared a common 
commitment to the students they welcomed into CSD spaces. The individual’s voice was central 
to the culture of this unit. This collective culture created an inclusive academic environment 
where students felt a part of a community of care and a sense of belonging.  
 Student and alumni interviews directed the selection of faculty to be interviewed. Each 
faculty member interviewed was named by at least one informant and had a central role in stories 
FGS shared about feeling a sense of community, connection, and belonging. This section 
introduces the faculty members and captures how they characterized their contribution to FGS 
sense of belonging to CSD. It was important in this research to note that faculty did not create 
specific programing or other intentional design for connecting with FGS. The faculty shared they 
would celebrate in context-appropriate ways the self-disclosure of a student who identified as 
FGS.  
Faculty Introductions 
Dr. Thomas Endres was hired in 2003 to take on the role of Department Chair and stayed 
in the leadership role until 2020. He was instrumental in creating a cohesive culture with the 
members of his team. Dr. Endres’ attention to detail and dedication to lead with compassion was 
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evident from the time he interviewed. His ability to lead by example was how the faculty culture 
was able to create a climate where students developed a sense of belonging. I introduce the 
remaining faculty members in the order they joined the CSD.  
Dr. James Keaten came in 1991 as a quantitative researcher in CSD. Dr. Keaten became a 
tenured, full professor in 2002 and has served different roles across the UNCO campus including 
the Associate Dean of Humanities and Social Sciences. While his expertise is quantitative 
research, he currently contributes in pronounced ways to Leadership Studies and intercultural, 
interfaith dialogue courses. Dr. Keaten’s research also led him to be an international 
communication and leadership consultant for several years and in 2020, he assumed the position 
of Department Chair.  
Dr. Sherilyn Marrow, a tenured full professor, joined the CSD in 1995. The experience 
she brings to the professorship includes secondary teaching, public relations, and she is a 
licensed psychotherapist. Dr. Marrow focuses on family communication and resilience, 
producing research, popular press books, and interactive children’s programs to encourage 
healthy family communication.  
In 1997, Dr. David Palmer joined the CSD and is a tenured full professor. In 2002, he 
became the mentor for CSD teaching assistants. Dr. Palmer’s research focused on critical 
pedagogy and social activism. He currently serves as the Chair of the Activism and Social Justice 
Division for the National Communication Association.   
Dr. Heidi Muller joined the CSD in 2002 and is an associate professor on a term contract. 
In 2012, she became the supervisor of the teaching assistants. Her current research focuses on 
classroom discussion and developing creative agency in groups, teams, and organizations.  
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There are two contract renewable senior lecturers in the CSD. Jarae Fulton is unique in 
that she earned her bachelor’s (2005) and master’s (2007) degrees from UNCO in the CSD and 
joined the faculty in 2008. Her teaching experiences include community colleges and UNCO.  
Melissa Donley joined the faculty in 2009. She has a background in organizational 
communication and earned her master’s at UNCO in the CSD.   
Description of Faculty Culture  
 The nurturing of culture begins with the leader of the unit. Dr. Endres’ approach to 
leadership is to drive collective identity, inspire collegiality, and guide with compassion. His first 
course of action was to gather the faculty as a cohesive unit to create the following mission 
statement echoing the voices of the faculty and demonstrating a shared purpose:  
Human Communication is the dynamic process by which people create, exchange, and 
interpret verbal and nonverbal symbolic messages within and across various contexts, 
cultures, channels, and media.   
The Communication Studies program at the University of Northern Colorado 
offers intensive study into that communication process, and to the theoretic, analytic, and 
practical aspects of interaction which make human communication rich, diverse, and 
complex.   
This statement was a collective creation by faculty members who expressed the shared 
ideas in relation to the department identity, culture, and climate. Dr. Endres believed the mission 
reflected voices of the faculty in recognizable ways. His first charge as a candidate for the 
position at UNCO became his first accomplishment: 
When I interviewed for the position and they told me one of the things is you need to 
have a PowerPoint about your leadership style and everything. And one of the questions I 
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was supposed to answer is, “What would you say is the mission of the department?” I 
was giving my PowerPoint presentation and I was going through the questions they 
provided me in advance, and I got to that slide, “What is the mission of the department?” 
And I unveiled nothing. I said, “I can't tell you what the mission of the department is. We 
haven't talked about it yet. The mission has to come from you, it has to come from us 
collectively, collaboratively.” And over the next two months, we had meetings and we 
developed the mission statement. I go through it with students in the capstone class. 
Listen for Allen's voice, listen for Palmer's voice, listen for Pawlowski’s …  
Listening to Dr. Endres share this story, I remembered that sense of belonging. As the 
researcher, I realized the culture that framed the climate was intentional. He listened to the 
faculty the way faculty listened to FGS. He valued each faculty in a manner that faculty valued 
FGS. He told me how his doctoral advisor, Ernest Bormann, defined cohesion:   
The level of cohesion is the degree to which each individual has made the group goals 
their own. And so if your group goals are to create a successful and welcoming 
environment for students, then you are going to work for that. You're going to tailor your 
life that way and your workplace identity that way. 
When I understood his idea of a shared mission, I knew I was part of the team. I 
belonged; I was home. The collaborative spirit of Dr. Endres continued throughout his time as 
the department leader. It was not just the faculty voices creating this harmonizing mission 
statement, it was a system that had a number of diverse and unique parts working together that 
made the unit culture. Every member of the unit was vital to the creation of the culture, which 
led to the experience of climate. This environment, the physical space and how the space was 
occupied, contributed to the culture (which supported the climate). The people in this space were 
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important and Dr. Endres emphasized the importance of appearance and ambiance of the CSD 
office.   
I really tried to create a sense of sanctuary in our spaces. I thought we were very fortunate 
to have this slew of offices in an interior hallway with journalism at one end and 
Communication Studies at the other. Common central spaces with mailboxes, and a 
conference room and a reading room and so on… I almost did not take the job because 
the office space was so depressing when I came in for my interview. Office doors were 
closed, and the place was kind of a mess, the furniture was sort of ratty and outdated…. 
And there were even random wires hanging down from the ceiling people had to walk 
around, and I thought, we've got to change the look of this place. I found that no one had 
spent any money on either program in years… And, I said all right, everybody is getting 
new office chairs…  
[I] ordered all brand new furniture for the front office so it matched everything, a 
kind of red tones.  Just tried to create a sense of community that way… I brought my 
family in and we redid the conference room. My daughter Carleen sewed the drapes and 
my daughter Kellsie did the wainscot with wallpaper trim going around the center. I came 
in during break and I personally painted every wall. So the hallways and the common 
rooms going all the way back had a fresh feel, you know. Put fake plants like the ones 
behind me hanging in the windows, just trying to do things to make it just to have a better 
environmental feel. And I really think that helped. I actually have heard students over the 
years call the space a sanctuary that they feel very safe and comfortable when they come 
into our offices because it's warm and inviting and color coordinated. And it looks 
purposeful. It looks thoughtful. 
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I included this part of the interview because it revealed Dr. Endres’ commitment to the aesthetics 
of culture. His attention to detail in the office space and his collective and family approach to 
creating a welcoming and warm environment mattered. I remembered the office space before he 
arrived—it was not welcoming, not warm. He created this space on purpose.  
It is important to consider the environment, the aesthetics of a space, in order to create the 
framework for a climate that is welcoming, warm, and safe. Appearance, however, might be less 
valuable if there is no strong central theme of care. To create a community of care, compassion 
must be a central focus. Compassion was a central theme when I interviewed Dr. Endres. It was 
imperative to ask Dr. Endres to expand on what guided his leadership. Clearly, he had an acute 
awareness of the impact every detail of an environment had on experience. I wanted to 
understand how his decisions were made, how he created cohesion within the faculty, and how 
he made the system work with such ease. He chose to lead with compassion. He suggested erring 
on the side of compassion when making judgments. For instance, when issues such as maternity 
leave or illness came up and the protocol was not clear, Dr. Endres leaned in with compassion in 
supporting his faculty/family. Dr. Endres explained he was presented with next to every personal 
issue possible by his faculty and he addressed or found accommodations for each. Dr. Endres 
guided his actions by compassion and demonstrated what he expected his colleagues to do for 
each other and for the students. Conversations in faculty meetings exemplified the group goal of 
creating a welcoming and safe environment for students, a community of care and compassion. 
Dr. Endres shared these conversations:     
[Issues]…show up when we have a new scenario where a student puts through a request. 
And we're not sure if this is going to be legitimate, can they do this to get around this 
rule, how important is this rule, or is the reason that they weren't able to come in and do 
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their final, is that acceptable? And we talk about it and one of the very first questions we 
ask is, well, what is the compassionate solution? And I actually have a credo that I passed 
out to everybody, everyone on the faculty has it, and I believe that a solution with 
integrity, I mean, as long as it has integrity, no matter how far-fetched, or creative, or 
nuanced it seems, as long as it still has integrity, it's a solution. So, we just got to figure 
out, all right, like in these student cases, at which point do we have to [say] no, that's that 
doesn't feel right. That's not fair. That’d be unfair to other students or that would be 
letting them get away with something that they shouldn't. And then we go up to that line 
of integrity. But until we hit that line, compassion rules…. 
Well, I'll maybe take it the other direction…and, I'm talking about what we as 
faculty do when dealing with students scenarios is also the perspective that I have always 
tried to take as a leader when dealing with faculty scenarios. And I won't reveal anything, 
but over the course of the years and, you know some of the stories by being in the 
hallways, but Communication Studies faculty have faced every type of personal crisis 
you can imagine during the past 17 years. If anything that could make their lives difficult 
has occurred. Something to each and every one of them. And I have always tried to back 
everyone up and do everything I can to make sure that they keep their jobs and are looked 
after. In these times you subsidize, not everybody can be equally strong all the time. So 
sometimes some of us have to lift a little bit more when one of our colleagues is hurting.  
And have definitely tried to have that be the way that I treat everybody. And so I just 
think it's that old pay it forward kind of thing, right? I mean, if I'm treating people fairly 
with compassion, then we are treating students fairly and with compassion. And so the 
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students are going into their classrooms and treating their classmates, hopefully in the 
same way. 
As the researcher, I recognized the care and sense of belonging Dr. Endres brought to the 
culture by creating a climate of compassion balanced with integrity. Dr. Endres’ leadership 
created a strong foundation for the faculty to demonstrate elements of a community of care to the 
students in the department. From here, I move into how faculty enacted culture that created the 
climate students experienced.  
As an extension of Dr. Endres’ philosophy that all faculty members contributed their 
voice to the mission of the department, Dr. Keaten believed creating a safe environment for 
students to share their voices was paramount to creating a community of care where students 
began to recognize they were heard and their presence was valued. As the researcher, I felt 
included and as FGS, I felt at home; I belonged. Dr. Keaten shared:   
I go to my classes every day, 15-minutes early. Set up my stuff and then sit down with 
my students and I make my way around the class, and also when I do any kind of 
discussion activities or if I want them to reflect or write, I make my way around the room 
for the entire class.  I never sit. And sometimes it's about this assignment, sometimes it's 
as simple as how is your summer, got plans for the weekend? And I start that slow 
process of disclosure where I start to get to know them as a person. And then as I as I get 
to know that information, I also tend to incorporate that notion into the concepts. So I'd 
actually say, well, Kelly, you have experience in journalism. What do you think about 
this? ... Every class has a unique feel to it based upon the uniqueness of the people in it.  
So getting to know them at a personal level and incorporating that is very important. I 
encourage students to come by and talk to me… I love being in the classroom, I love 
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getting to know the new people, and I think the way I interact with folks really 
demonstrates that. So there's a certain energy there that I think they appreciate and they 
reciprocate…getting to that relational component quickly and then building on that. 
Respecting the individual, their voice, and valuing their presence is primary to the 
climate in the classroom. It is important that each individual within the climate discloses in order 
to create relationships. Without relationship, there is no community. Dr. Keaten blended their 
narratives with the course material. Disclosure is a key element to the climate of belonging; 
without sharing, there is no belonging. As students began to share in the classroom, he connected 
that to the course material. This is key; disclosure is not value free. Disclosure begins to create a 
collective identity as this classroom with these students is unique and he has influence over what 
this collective identity will become. I believed this interaction while deliberate would not itself 
foster a sense of community nor demonstrate the faculty culture so I asked Dr. Keaten what he 
did ritualistically outside of the classroom to frame a sense of community. And he shared how he 
intentionally prioritized his students who came to his office and his students he passed in the 
hallways. He made connections with students in a way that transcended the classroom: 
Anyone who stops by, unless I'm busy with something that has to be done immediately, 
I'll drop everything and say hello. Come on in and sit down. The other thing I will do is if 
I pass the student in the hallway, typically I'll stop and just have a quick conversation 
with them to let them know that the relationship extends beyond the classroom. Because 
it's interesting to me I know a number of faculty members, in other departments, that 
when they're walking through the hallway they are kind of in their own shell. They may 
greet a student but to stop and talk to one, don't see that happening much. If I can attend 
any events, for example, I had a couple of musical theater majors in my leadership class 
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in fall and I went to go see their show, and talk to them afterward. Or if it's attending a 
sporting event or even just asking about things that people are involved with, if I have 
Greek life members, I'm asking them about Rush Week or sometimes I'll speak at their 
fraternity or sorority. So I try to get into the co-curricular [activities] when I can. 
I am the eyes of the artist, I am the voice of the researcher, and I am an informant within 
the portrait; I was part of this climate and I felt like I belonged. Dr. Sherilyn Marrow echoed the 
importance of seeing students beyond the classroom when building a community and fostering a 
sense of belonging. The work outside the classroom must begin with what happens inside the 
classroom. I hear her exclaim, “Hey guys,” and I remember everyone leaning in; we are home, 
we belong:  
I've always tried, very hard, to get students to save face. I've seen that in action. Sure you 
have too, maybe you've been the brunt of it. And I know sometimes if I think back I was 
probably the brunt of a couple of mistreatments… If they answer a question and it's the 
wrong answer, or bizarre or something, I would never ridicule them for that answer I 
would say, oh, I could see where you could come up with that and that's not exactly what 
I was thinking of but that's a good point. What other areas could fit this question? I try 
very hard to confirm them for whatever they say and not judge them for right or wrong. I 
always try to protect their dignity.  
I felt respected, heard, and valued as I remembered the climate of care in her presence. 
The conduct of care, the idea that students are treated with dignity and not ridiculed for an 
answer or contribution, was how Dr. Marrow framed a safe environment and belongingness in 
the culture of CSD. Dr. Marrow’s classroom rituals established a safe place where students could 
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process their family experiences in order to see them as normal. This nurtured the sense of 
belonging to the CSD family.  
I think most of the time I will start with questions that they had from the last time we met, 
what they had been thinking about or conversing about since we last met, and if any of 
the things that we talked about came up in their lives. [Such as] current events related to 
what we've been talking about. When I teach family [communication course] it lends 
itself so well to real life application… Before a holiday we'll talk about anticipated 
conflict.  It's something that everybody can relate to as there's always messy conflicts 
with families and holidays. So I try to normalize some of the situations in communication 
situations. I've tried to normalize that, so students have felt that they're not the only ones 
that have dysfunction in their lives… Like graduation for example. There are always a lot 
of students where graduations are really a nightmare when it comes to families, because 
there's blended families and this might be the first time that you've met dad's new wife 
and dad isn't speaking to mom, they haven't spoken for 20 years. You know, grandma 
mad at the dad and she won't speak. And, and so these kinds of special events that are 
dreamy in many families can be very traumatic for a graduating senior who doesn't have 
that perfect foundation… I'm glad I can do that. I'm glad I can normalize some of the 
heartbreaking aspects of families…. I can normalize that and that's what I say, I'm really 
fortunate, Kelly, because most of the classes I have taught have that humanistic element 
to it…Even a research class, I was always able pull on case studies and examples of 




In order to put this into perspective, I felt the impact of her care. First-generation students 
(FGS) feel included in her family and she is FGS. Further, Dr. Marrow explained that she uses a 
cooperative learning strategy called think, pair, and share. This strategy encourages students to 
engage with one another and is a theme for the culture. The family lens was revisited by the 
informants and it was worth noting that this tenured faculty satisfied the description of FGS as 
she viewed her courses through the lens of family. This was a consistent theme with FGS in this 
study.  
It is important to see how other faculty advanced this notion of sharing by students to 
create community. I have been a part of the processes, as a TA and now researcher, in which Dr. 
Palmer passionately and with compassion guided students into conversation and engagement. He 
explained his teaching style and how it related to getting students to use their voice and take 
agency in the classroom:   
I come from a more progressive style of teaching, which means that I'm interested in 
having my students be part of the conversation. I'm not just going to lecture to them. To 
me, lecturing is just unilateral knowledge dissemination. Students are just anonymous 
depositories of knowledge, under that model, progressives are interested in the learning 
styles of their students, they're interested in the classroom as a dialogic space. So there 
are lots of ways in which I create community. I them get involved individually, as a 
person, so that they feel as though they have agency. And I do that by Problem-Solving. I 
ask a lot of questions. [They] have agency in the knowledge production process, and then 
I orchestrate conversations in such a way that it becomes a community. So it's not just an 
aggregate of students talking, it's a community of students talking.  And you have to do a 
lot of personal talk. So I ask a lot of questions, always. For example, in my nonverbal 
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class over the last decade, I start out with either or questions, Coke or Pepsi, waffles or 
pancakes… It elicits responses from them relative to each other so that they, in their 
dialogue, creating a sense of community. So I've moved to almost a complete Problem-
Solving approach to teaching, which is instead of me disseminating particular concepts, 
what I do is come up with questions to get them to work through the concepts together… 
and just that very process is community generating, because they're not just answering 
the questions, they're talking to each other and we are creating community through our 
discourse… 
Watching Dr. Palmer as he would orchestrate these conversations, I was taken back to family. 
The auditorium where I performed dance recitals was the place where his teaching style invited 
students to participate and engage in the climate of care. His ability to elicit dialog created a 
community of belonging. 
Dr. Palmer created a space for problem-solving dialogue through the physical 
environment in the classroom, by following Dr. Endres’ stance that the physical environment 
mattered in creating culture and fostering a community of care and belonging. Dr. Palmer grew 
up in a military family, his father taught at West Point, and his family lived on bases, which 
informed his worldview. Dr. Palmer believed the educational structure in higher education was 
designed as a reflection of the military. As he developed as an educator, he realized using a 
design of ‘in the round’ would encourage more dialogue and honor his progressive teaching 
style. This implementation is a collective design that nurtures a community of care and a sense of 
value and belonging. He explained the structure of his classroom: 
It's always in the round. I never teach to rows, you know, the rows come out of….the 
military model and prison models. There's a lot of interesting models that it was built on 
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and the rows is a very anonymous, deferent. You know, I am the teacher, I profess, you 
are the different, institutionally acquiescent student, you sit there and absorb.  So in the 
rows is a conducive to a non-community dynamic and the in the round is much more 
open. If you do non-verbal studies and you study round tables, there's less of a power 
center, there's more equality. 
I asked Dr. Palmer if he started teaching this way or if there was a development period and he 
explained that he began teaching as he was taught to and how that did not feel right. His style of 
problem-solving ‘in the round’ developed over time: 
I think like most teachers, I taught at first the way I was taught was in rows. The 
professor primarily expounding brilliant ideas, me dutifully taking notes, binge and purge 
learning. And there wasn't a lot of, there wasn't a lot of communal sense. There wasn't a 
sense, first of all, that I even mattered. Right. I wasn't given an opinion, I wasn't asked to 
solve things, I wasn't asked to come up with ideas.  So yeah, I used standard essentialist 
models when I started.  Rows, professing, note taking, tests. And little by little, I thought, 
I don't like this dynamic. I don't like the notion of me having the institutional power. I'm 
the smart one. You're not the smart one. I'll talk, you listen. I didn't feel comfortable in 
that dynamic. 
This design, ‘in the round’ created the feeling that students mattered. More specifically, they 
mattered as individuals and, as such, they began to value sharing their individuality with their 
peers and ultimately with the faculty. In this culture, FGS felt safe and comfortable enough to 
share their experiences, which allowed the informants to feel connected, valued, and at home. 
Dr. Palmer said:  
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I have students that just stop by [my office] because they want to share their lives. And 
that's who you and I are, so that sense of community, and equality, and belongingness, 
and having value as a human being is just an integral part of how I operate as a person 
and how Jim [Keaten] operates as a person. How you operate as a person. How Tom 
[Endres] operates as a person. I think that's one of the reasons students gravitate toward 
us. 
Dr. Palmer believed disclosure needed to be reciprocal. The images (photos and posters) 
displayed in his office were strategic. While these pictures might have multiple purposes, having 
images that reflected something about him was important. Discussing this reminded me of a time 
when I was in need of a space, as FGS, to regroup and Dr. Palmer invited me in to his office 
where the posters of Star Wars, Bob Marley, and a photo of his daughter made me feel at home. I 
felt the arms of the culture creating a safe place, allowing me to feel comfortable to share my 
situation. He said: 
There's always a professional line and I'm careful about that line, but I think there's a lot 
of latitude with that line. There are ways to disclose yourself that are not improper. And I 
think people want you to be real. The decorum of my office articulates a lot about 
me…there's a picture, for example, of the Buddha. And to me, Buddhism is not a religion 
it's just a way of being in the world. And so I think that says something about me. I have 
pictures of Bob Marley on the wall. And, you know, here's a kind of a funny fact is that a 
lot of the stuff on my wall isn't there to decorate it's there to cover up holes. Because 
they, they just won't come in and fix them, you know? So, like, I have several pictures of 
Bob Marley and that says something about me, but they're there because they're covering 
up the hole. That Star Wars poster is covering up a big hole and it says I like Star Wars. 
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And that's a great conversation starter. People are like, I love Star Wars. And we'll talk 
about Star Wars for a long time. So it has kind of a personal feel for an office. As 
opposed to a stuffy, institutional, synthetic…come in, sit down. Here is your PIN number. 
Take care, bye, next. 
I did not know the posters served a functional purpose, covering up the holes in the walls, it 
made me laugh. It brought me in, I felt included and a part of the community.  
The CSD organizes open-house advising sessions as a way for students (and FGS) to feel 
a sense of community. These sessions take place every fall and spring as a ritual of community 
building. This is how Dr. Palmer described the event: 
I think anything that pulls someone out of an identity of the aggregate into an identity of 
a member, so the [open-house] advising is a way for students to gather together, now, you 
are still kind of individually advising them, but they have a sense of I'm part of the 
COMM majors that are showing up here, to be advised.  As opposed to I'm walking 
through the hallway as Susanna and now I go into this office to be advised and then 
leave, and I am an isolated member of an aggregate, just a number of things in a pile that 
don't have a sense of connection and belonging to one another.  Now, I can't say that the 
mass-advising is this massive community building…but it's part of a series of rituals that 
reinforces the sense of identity as part of the communication community. 
I did not participate in these open-house advising sessions, yet I recognized the impact this ritual 
had on the community. Gathering students, faculty, and staff established the culture of care, 
respect, and value.  
The intentionality of bringing students into community and having them experience 
agency within that community was reinforced by Dr. Heidi Muller. She explained that agency, 
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making choices about course assignments, was a strong component of community. She further 
explained how her course design allowed students to enact agency at the start of the semester and 
then through class discussion, she believed it engaged in a sense of community. Allowing her 
students to experience agency empowered them in a way they might not have felt as FGS. This 
gave their voice purpose by respecting their choices and honoring their autonomy. From this 
place, FGS felt safe to belong. I asked Dr. Muller to explain how she creates community in the 
classroom:  
I do it in a way that doesn't sound like it's designed to create community but, it is in some 
ways.  In most of my classes, there's at least some range of options that students choose 
from, they have some choice about what assignments they do, the level of group-ness 
they want in their assignments, if they want to be more individual or more group, as well 
as what kind of topics they want to cover. That’s my general thinking, overall 
philosophy, that I actually call ‘advantage classroom pedagogy.’ Where I give students 
choices, which hopefully that's the motivational structure, they're choosing their route 
through the class and all the routes are equal in terms of amount of work.  
Through this pedagogy, students had the freedom to speak and were heard, they are challenged 
to grow, and through this process, they committed to the community in a meaningful way. They 
belonged; they were home. Two remaining faculty participated in this research but I am setting 
them aside for now as they were both faculty and FGS. 
Culture from the Staff Perspective 
 The office support staff played an important part in creating culture and climate of the 
CSD. Dr. Endres shared each part or person in the CSD had a role and served a purpose or 
function within the culture and if each part was doing their job well, the entire department 
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supported the climate. This research captured the profound role two support staff played in a 
climate that fostered a sense of belonging and connection for the students in the CSD. For at least 
10 years, Sheri Manweiler and Terri Ball as a part of the CSD have been central to the climate 
and student experience. These pivotal members of the department influenced the FGS sense of 
belonging to the CSD.   
 In January of 2007, Sheri began her role as support staff in the CSD as an Administrative 
Assistant III. As Sheri described it, “I was the first person people saw when they opened the door 
and I was there to help.” One of the cultural traditions handed down to Sheri was filling the 
candy dish. As trivial as it might sound, a lot of campus members came in to the CSD office to 
enjoy a piece of candy. Culture was created with consistency and Sheri chose to carry on a 
tradition that continued to be expected. This tradition supported the informants’ sense of 
belonging, community, and connectedness—a warm and inviting climate.  
I kind of inherited it [candy dish] from Petie… When I first started doing it, I just kind of 
did it because the jar was there and I'm like, OK, I'll fill it. I really never expected [it to 
continue] 11, 12, 13 years. But as I kept filling it the students really, really liked it. I 
mean, they come in and, oh, my gosh… And sometimes literally they come in and [said] 
this is my breakfast, or I have a test. They needed a little pick me up before the test…or 
whatever it was. It just turned into there's always candy on Sheri's desk… it seemed to be 
helpful for the students… I think it was sometimes an icebreaker, you know, they'd come 
in for a piece of candy and then kind of talk about something else with their day or 
whatever that they needed to talk to somebody about. 
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This simple act of following the tradition of filling the candy dish opened the door for students to 
engage. This dish of candy was just like the candy on the table at home. It was an invitation to 
sit, to talk, to commune. 
At the beginning of each semester, Sheri welcomed the students and helped them 
navigate their course schedule. This grew to include different departments in the building and 
Sheri spoke of it as a way to connect with students and accept them into the community of 
UNCO. There was a cultural value of being student centered in the CSD. When students 
compared the CSD administrative assistants to others in different departments, they recognized 
their value almost immediately when interacting with the staff. Sheri said, 
I had a lot of students once they were in the Communication Studies department, and 
even the first time they walked in the door, when I helped them change their major, they 
were like, oh, my gosh, you are so much more helpful than I ever [got in the previous 
major]…oh, my gosh, nobody ever did that for us … I don't really feel like I went above 
and beyond. I did what should be done. I mean, you help the students and if that means 
you, I don't know, give up a piece of candy in addition to helping them, I guess maybe 
that's above and beyond…but from hearing how other admins were with their students, I 
guess I did. 
Going above and beyond was exactly how FGS were brought into the community. Offering 
more, being more to these students gives them value, allowed them to know they were heard and 
seen—they mattered, they belonged. In doing the work to create a space that cultivated a sense of 
community and belonging, Sheri also saw a need to find her own voice, her own sense of 
belonging as an Administrative Assistant. With that ambition and support from the CSD, she 
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organized a weekly lunch with the other Administrative Assistants in the college of Humanities 
and Social Science of which the CSD is a part. 
The other half of the front office team, Terri, shared that being a support person for 
students and faculty was her job. She enjoyed being a cheerleader, a shoulder to cry on, a warm 
hug, a counselor, a nurse, a care taker. Students experienced Terri as family. Terri related: 
When a student walked in, whatever I was doing, whatever was going on, I was able to 
take my focus off of it without stress and focus on the student and smile at them and 
welcome them and make them feel like whatever questions they had were important and 
not stupid. I think they come into the office so vulnerable. They don't know things like 
they didn't know where rooms were and they didn't understand what numbers to look at 
when they were registering. [I just supported them in feeling] comfortable and safe…it 
was a nice environment for them… I knew that the Communication Studies faculty cared 
deeply about the students… I know that they're willing to help. 
Students recognized their belongingness and brought gifts of appreciation, cookies, cards, and 
words of gratitude to Terri. This support and culture demonstrated the feelings of family, “like a 
parent figure for students, supporting and encouraging them.” The culture created the climate in 
which FGS felt care, respect, and value. 
A Return to Faculty Culture 
Jarae Fulton and Melissa Donely occupied a unique position as they were both actors and 
informants; they are members of the faculty and FGS alumni. This demonstrated the strong 
connection these faculty have had with the department. They taught alongside the very same 
professors who were mentors and instructors to them. This spoke to the impact a strong culture, 
which honors mutual respect and shared goals, had for those who experienced the climate it 
86 
created. Jarae and Melissa are CSD senior lecturers who earned their master’s from the CSD. 
Their voices represented the CSD faculty and FGS who had experienced the climate.  Climate is 
the reflection of culture and before they entered the culture, they experienced the climate.  
 Jarae truly liked her students, engaged them personally, and integrated the course content 
by making it pertinent to their lives. She used techniques and practices she first experienced as 
FGS under her colleagues:   
I loved Dr. Keaten's style, I loved how he integrated a lot of discussion and a lot of self-
assessments… Like him, I try to make it a very hands on classroom… I emulate Dr. 
Marrow. Perhaps the nature of the courses we teach, like family communication, allows 
for the same style of teaching – where we pull out and draw on people's experiences… I 
just really liked Heidi's style [‘advantage classroom pedagogy’]. … like Heidi I allow for 
student agency in my courses.  
The connection between being taught in a way that fostered a sense of community and 
belongingness and then becoming a faculty member who could do that as well was admirable. 
The way in which Jarae spoke of emulating the professors she revered strengthened the idea that 
the CSD faculty had created a culture that nurtured a community of care. Jarae also shared that 
extracurricular activities, such as social events with the academic unit, did not seem to be what 
created community and belongingness for students. “We have very task oriented students, 
because they're busy, they're not there to go have fun and comingle with their peers,” said Jarae. 
Students experienced and fell in love with a collective, the climate the culture created. As Jarae 
spoke, she included herself in the culture, although she related her experience as FGS in the 
climate:  
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They love what we do. They love the energy. They love us. Like they love our TAs, and 
our TAs have learned from our professors they teach how our professors teach. They all 
have their own style, but they're emulating who they have seen, who they have loved. So 
they're coming because they feel connected [to the CSD] because they love us. 
This demonstrates a collective, a culture, students were experiencing and falling in love with.  
This love was the sense of belonging; it was the connection through which students recognized 
they were valued and special.   
As an actor and informant in the scope of this research, Jarae disclosed to her students 
she was FGS. Her intentional sharing brought the experience full-circle as she was a member of 
the culture and she had experienced the climate as FGS. This opened the way for students to pop 
out of isolation and enter into a relationship with the community of care. They knew they 
belonged. I witnessed this same awakening when I shared my status as FGS. The walls 
disappeared and these FGS joined the community of CSD.   
The faculty believed the time in the classroom was where climate was created—it was 
where the community of care began, grew, and matured into a sense of belonging. In many ways, 
Jarae brought the idea of creating a place where students felt safe to engage with peers and 
professors to the forefront of the culture. She exposed that classroom dynamics mattered, the 
context of the experience mattered, education was relational. In other words, without 
relationship/community, education suffered. In order for FGS to persist to graduation, they need 
to belong. 
Melissa invited the students into the community by remembering their names as they 
were both individuals and members of this community. Using their names, knowing the 
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individuals, was important in creating a collective identity or belonging for students. Melissa 
said: 
If somebody doesn't know your name, you begin to feel undervalued and then why go [to 
class]? [The student thinks] I just don't feel like I'm a part of a bigger collective scene, so 
it doesn't matter if I go or not. …I think [knowing names] can empower people and 
students. I want to empower them as students. And I think it's easy. The first step is 
knowing who they are, and knowing that they're there, and knowing when they're not 
there too. 
Noticing when a student was absent and reaching out demonstrated a level of care. It showed a 
student their participation, their investment in their own education, was important. This 
contributed to the larger sense of belonging to a learning community, to the higher education 
mission of creating lifelong learners. It was necessary for the students to know they mattered to 
the class. Their presence made the experience unique and their contribution strengthened the 
connection for everyone. This was the space, the climate where belongingness developed. I 
recognized that Jarae and Melissa formed a bridge we must cross to experience the importance of 
belongingness for FGS. This was the climate wherein FGS thrived. 
Climate from the First-Generation Student Perspective 
 Climate is the manifestation of culture. Undergraduate students who entered the CSD 
experienced the climate, the atmosphere of the department, because of the performance of the 
culture. Each student experience was varied; yet the commonality of feeling cared for, being 
placed first, and welcomed into the academic conversation was evident with the stories shared by 
the informants. There was a direct connection between culture and climate. While culture was 
enacted by the actors, climate was experienced by FGS, the informants, as they were heard, 
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encouraged, and recognized. To explore this climate, I organized the narratives of the 
informants. All the informants expressed feeling cared for and having a sense of belonging in the 
CSD during their years at UNCO. All of the alumni informants continued on in their education in 
the CSD because of their sense of belonging. Collectively, they described a number of key 
elements to the CSD climate that fostered their sense of belonging in the CSD. 
Finding the Culture Experiencing  
the Climate 
Undergraduate students might change their major a number of times before deciding on 
the one that felt right. Before coming to the CSD, each of the FGS felt a level of isolation and 
was lost. For example, Amanda explained how she became lost in her nursing major so she 
turned toward her passion for discussion and found the CSD. In each instance, the FGS turned to 
a trusted source. Natalie, who originally came to UNCO as a Musical Theater major, decided that 
while she loved that craft, she wanted to get a degree in something she saw as more applicable to 
getting a career after graduating. Her dad was the one who first suggested and did some of the 
informational research on the CSD. After speaking with Terri, he insisted Natalie go to the office 
and at least talk with her. Natalie explained to me that meeting with Terri in the CSD office was 
the connection that brought her in to the department:  
My dad kept saying go to the COMM [Communication Studies] office, go to the COMM 
office. He said, “I called the COMM department for you, I spoke to Terri Ball. She's the 
nicest lady. You need to get your butt in there and meet her and sit down and chat.  She 
knows all about your theater history.” He’s like the proud dad that shares, you know, 
everything about his daughter.  He's like trying to make those connections home away 
from home so that I feel like I have someone to go to, but I still said, nope and went to 
check out the early childhood office….. [then] I went to the journalism department… 
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And then finally, I decided to walk over to the COMM department. I met with Terri Ball, 
looked at the courses and I was like, I love her so much that I'm willing to try this major.  
Then met Dr. Keaten and then Dr. Marrow walking in the office. I was like, oh, my gosh, 
it feels like the theater building and everyone has some sort of thespian in them, you 
know? So I switched and I loved it. 
Natalie shared how important Terri was in setting the tone for the CSD and how her caring 
personality was what invited her into the office and continued to make her feel connected to a 
friend in the office space:  
Everybody wants to pull up a chair and chat with Terri. I kid you not, Kelly, I bring in my 
perfumes from home because she wanted to smell what fragrance I was wearing that day. 
We smell all the perfume and talk about makeup. It was [the kind of] relationship that 
[made it] fun to hang out in there. And she would acknowledge you when you walked in, 
“Hi, how are you?” And call you by your first name… Not just what can I help you with? 
Are you meeting with the professor today? You know, the room's this. It was very 
personal. With Terri there students come in left and right to see her. 
Terri invites everyone in, everyone is welcome here. The candy dish, the comfortable chairs, the 
conversation, the trust, the welcoming environment is the climate of CSD.  
Jazmine explained she was first welcomed into the CSD office by Jarae. Jarae’s warm 
personality made it clear she had made a good decision in declaring her major in CSD. Jazmine 
explained to me how intimidating department offices could be but on her first trip to the CSD, 
Jarae helped minimize that intimidation: 
Jarae has been amazing…. Jarae walked with me… Her desk is right there by the door to 
go in [to the CSD]. And so she greeted me. She made me feel welcome… Her whole 
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personality and vibe she gave off…. She was so friendly and her tone [when] she talked 
to me… She really made me feel welcome and she made me feel like I made the right 
decision on changing my major to communication. 
Finding a major that was inclusive and placed students first, for Jazmin, was validated by an 
interaction with Jarae. When Jarae accompanied her into the office, it was like a friend bringing 
her home for the first time.  
The office space of the department was where students often noticed that culture created 
a climate of care, respect, and commitment to the students. Summer described the moment she 
realized she was home in the CSD:  
I recognized that there was a community among the faculty and mutual respect…and 
being welcomed into the office by Sheri and Terri and seeing those interactions as people 
would come out of their offices and going to classes and stuff. I think I felt more a part of 
it as time went on… 
Mutual respect and a sense of belonging, acceptance and comfort, being valued and seen created 
the climate of belonging for these informants. The FGS recognized in a place of belonging, they 
overcame challenges, found support, and strengthened their connections.  
Climate Experienced 
The classroom was where the informants developed a sense of belonging and safety. 
Each faculty member set the climate by establishing safety, care, and compassion throughout the 
course. Open discussion normalizing the experiences of FGS brought them into a climate of 
belonging. “I always felt cared for like a family member was looking out for me,” said Summer. 
The informants in this study shared the ways family members cared, supported, and encouraged 
them—this was reflected in their experience of interactions in the classroom with the faculty. Dr. 
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Marrow would make specific comments about life experiences student shared during class. Dr. 
Keaten personalized the experiences in the classroom by specifically addressing individual 
students with phrases such as “Nice job on that quiz.” Dr. Palmer would recognize when a 
student was off by not placing judgment on an assignment done poorly but by making an 
individual statement of “I know this isn’t like you, what’s going on.” Their communication 
assured me that they knew me. Summer explained to me that she felt safe and valued in the 
classroom with CSD faculty, especially in Dr. Marrow’s classroom: 
In Dr. Marrow's classroom, it wasn't just me who felt comfortable and I don't think it was 
just her interactions with me that made me feel comfortable it was how she facilitated the 
entire class. So when we went in, it wasn't like, OK, it's eleven-fifteen -- our class starts 
right at this minute and we're jumping into content.  It was, oh come on in, everybody. 
Oh, you're a couple of minutes late, hey, how was your football practice last week… She 
had this rapport with students that was beyond the classroom. So I felt going in that I 
could kind of let my guard down…so if I had something I wanted to contribute where I 
might have held back in another class, in Dr. Marrow’s class I felt like [my contribution] 
was welcomed and rewarded instead of like, oh she wants to talk again. That was 
something that I think as a first gen student I was really perceptive of because I didn't 
want to speak out of turn. I never felt that in her class. It was always please contribute 
whatever you have and whatever you contribute is great… I don't remember ever 
utilizing office hours for any of my professors… I actually think that with the way they 
facilitated the class, and not just Dr. Marrow, it was Heidi, Jarae, Melissa, it was this idea 
that the classroom could be an extension of office hours. So if I had questions I would go 
up after and stay for a few minutes [and] usually there would be kind of like a gathering 
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of a few students… I felt comfortable to always go up afterwards if I had anything or 
even if I didn't have something necessarily related to the class, but just wanted to talk 
more about what was going on in my life. 
Office hours were intimidating for FGS. The faculty in CSD intentionally made the 
classroom a space to have conversation by staying after class or arriving early. Faculty made 
space for students to engage and minimize intimidation. Doing this made students feel valued 
enough to take 5 or 10 minutes to stop and talk before going to the next class.   
When FGS experienced adversity during the semester, like an illness, the CSD faculty 
expressed concern for their well-being and health. Summer explained to me that even when she 
experienced a sickness that took her off campus, the faculty of CSD expressed a care for her 
well-being; it was not just communicating with them about completing the course work, it was 
that during this difficult time they expressed a genuine care for her: 
I had mono my second semester which was actually a really isolating experience. I had to 
go home for a few weeks. Reaching out to my professors I remember a distinct difference 
between reaching out to Dr. Marrow and Melissa then [reaching out to] some of my 
literature professors and history professors that were a little bit more despondent and 
didn't really seem to care about how I was doing, more so that I was just getting the 
content done. There was this sense that the [CSD] faculty had my wellbeing in mind, and 
that lasted throughout the entire time that I was a student and then beyond. 
Demonstrating to FGS that their wellness and emotional state were important contributed 
to their sense of belonging and being cared for by the faculty. Just like Dr. Endres led with 
compassion, these faculty treated their students with kindness, care, and understanding. This was 
the embodiment of a community of care.  
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As faculty and UNCO switched to online delivery of courses during the COVID-19 
pandemic, students had questions and felt isolated. Communication with faculty was what kept 
China engaged and connected. The willingness of her professors to connect during this stressful 
time was invaluable and gave her a sense of belonging: 
I know if I ever have a question there was somebody that I could go to for help with what 
I needed help [help]. And I feel like the professors were very attentive, and I know I 
could email them and receive an answer, if not an hour, it would be the same day. And I 
feel like academically it's nice because, even with us switching to online, all of the 
professors I had that semester were very responsive with whatever questions that I had. 
And if I needed help they were willing to get on Zoom or talk on the phone and help me 
which is very nice… my [CSD] professors are very responsive. 
The responsiveness of the CSD professors reassured China that she would make it through this 
tough semester. She felt valued and a part of this community of care.  
Experiencing a community of care occurs in a climate where the actors are human beings. 
The conversations and the relationships created this climate. Conversations were important to 
FGS; they felt valued and part of this community through interpersonal communication. They 
could see themselves in the professors so they now saw themselves in the culture, participating in 
the climate.  
Creating connections, building bonds, and casual conversations before class made Natalie 
comfortable in this climate. Many of her professors were proficient at making the students feel at 
home by connecting over simple moments. She shared with me about how the faculty did this: 
Dr. Keaten, who makes the effort to show up 10 minutes early to class just so that he can 
walk around and ask how your day is going….he builds those bonds over the smallest 
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little things. And then you feel as a student, you could open up and share more and more, 
even though it might have started over what you eat for lunch that day. And then you 
have Heidi who's so fun and thinks out loud and talks and doesn't make anybody feel like 
what they're doing is strange or weird, because we all have our own quirks, and she's 
connecting with everybody on a personal basis in her own way. She applauds you in 
class, which I love. [She] calls you by your first name, gives you nicknames. Those little 
things are so important. You have Dr. Marrow who cares about you, who's always 
showing up with treats for the students. And it doesn't just mean the treats, but it's the fact 
that it's these gestures where she cares and wants to hug you and wants to chat with you 
and smiles and looks engaged.  
Natalie said her relationship with the faculty felt close like friendship or family:  
These professors [in the CSD] are like, we can go get coffee. Here's my personal cell 
phone number, whatever we can do to make your experience the best. So that's where I 
felt that connection, that if that was transferred over to a more of a rigorous subject for 
me, like a math that I can't even comprehend, knowing that I had that support would have 
been huge… When you build those connections… you know in your heart, wow, out of 
all these people, out of all the classes they teach, they know me and they know who I am.  
It's like we both created a relationship and a bond where I know they care and I'm not just 
another face that passed them by. So it's almost a friendship… it's more of a relationship 
that goes beyond the content. 
When faculty offered interactions and connective points that demonstrated a commitment to 
caring by making themselves available, FGS felt like they mattered. This revealed a climate of 
caring.  
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Often FGS come to a university and feel disconnected from family. They seek 
relationships that can offer family connections. Summer explained to me that she found a mother 
figure in one of the faculty, which strengthened her connection and her sense of belonging to the 
community: 
Nobody in my family, my immediate family, had gone on to college so not even my 
grandparents had that experience. When I went to school I remember the sense of missing 
that matriarchal figure. My grandma was so supportive and she and I talked every single 
day, but she didn't understand, really, what I was going through with school stuff… with 
Dr. Marrow, she kind of became my academic mom. I would share with her a lot about 
what was going on personally with my mom and finding my biological dad and the 
struggles that I was going through. Her [Dr. Marrow] welcoming that and especially 
talking about that in our family communication class and really analyzing that was 
something that helped me personally.  
Belongingness was felt through open conversations where students and faculty shared personal 
information and discuss experiences. The casual conversations were analyzed and elevated in the 
academic setting. This built a bond, created valuable relationships between faculty and students, 
and created a climate in which FGS were safe for to engage. 
To feel connected and a part of a community, FGS needed to feel a sense of belonging. 
To understand this abstract idea, I asked the informants to describe to me what it felt like to 
belong. China explained belonging as a feeling of energy in a place: 
My family has always been very big on energy. The type of energy you feel from just 
being in a place. For me a sense of belonging is feeling a sense of euphoric…kind of like 
you're happy and you feel not miserable in a place…you just feel happy and you want to 
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go to that place and you want to join and talk and participate with people… I'm happy to 
be here… I want to participate and I want to do stuff and talk to you guys and engage. 
This energy is the climate. The culture has created a place for FGS to feel a sense of belonging, 
happiness, and inclusion. Natalie explained how she felt connected and valued in the community 
of CSD: “just knowing that people were very encouraging and complimented me in what I did do 
well, created community… you feel like you belong too when you contribute and you can feed 
off of others.”  
When I asked Natalie what role her peers played in feeling community and belonging, 
she recalled a course in her senior year where classmates came together in an emotional 
experience. Professors played a large part in creating the connections for the peers. Here was 
how she explained this experience:  
Dr. Palmer's capstone class I took senior year that was like tears in everybody's eyes 
when we were leaving. It was like he literally I felt like handpicked the kids for his class.  
That's how perfect it was. We were all such good friends throughout the entire time at 
UNC. And now we all got to be in a class and like really mesh together well…but, I think 
the professors [are] what played the biggest role. 
When climate successfully supported a community of care, the result was an emotional bond. 
These FGS were brought together in the classroom through the faculty’s enactment of the 
culture. The tears revealed the powerful experience of the climate and the deep connection 
between these ‘family’ members. I asked Natalie to go deeper and she said the faculty created 
connections:   
Dr. Marrow wants to hear from everybody. Heidi wants to hear from everybody. It's not 
just sit and copy notes and take the test and see ya next week, or chat with the person next 
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to you.  It's that we're all listening. So you feel vulnerable when all thirty-five kids in the 
class are listening to your story, not just partnering up with a pair or a group of four. 
The community of care established by the faculty was important in retention and success for 
FGS. Support and trust allowed students to feel vulnerable and invited them into this climate of 
belonging. Throughout this research, I discovered when FGS felt safe, they leapt into community 
fully engaged and ready to succeed.   
Summer related her feeling of connection to being home. It was so profound that she 
stayed in the CSD for her master’s and now she emulates the professors from the CSD. She was 
disappointed she could not continue at UNCO to earn her Ph.D. As she explained, her experience 
in the CSD was like being home: 
Teaching that fall [after receiving a teaching assistantship] I remember being in the 
classroom the first couple of weeks and just absolutely falling in love with it. And I think 
so much of my teaching early on I was emulating what I saw in the professors that I 
loved. It was not only that I felt at home in the classes in undergrad but, I wanted to be 
them. I wanted to become like them. That really encouraged me to stay for my master's 
and then going through all the coursework and that high level of just analyzing 
everything. I loved it. I loved everything about it. I had so much support. I loved being on 
the teaching team with Jarae and Heidi and the TAs, that was so energizing for me. And I 
remember going back to Dr. Endres and asking him, I remember in your capstone class 
you said that going on for the Ph.D. would be very different from the Masters, and it's 
like being in a dark room where they're beating you with sticks. Is that true? And he said, 
“Well, I wouldn't have said it if it isn't true.” I said, OK, well, I think I want to go on.  
And I remember a strong feeling of disappointment that I couldn't stay at UNC. And I 
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remember my first semester at ASU just being like, I'm not with my people anymore, but 
I still have that support and reached out periodically to the professors and stayed in 
contact. The relationship that I have with everybody now is still such a positive one. 
Nothing has changed over the years. And when people see me, oh, hi, how are you 
doing? And it's just that same feeling of coming home… Had I not found the [CSD] 
faculty, I don't know if I would have wanted to stay for a Masters. I certainly don't think I 
would have ever gone on for my PhD. 
The relationships that formed with the CSD faculty encouraged students to achieve beyond their 
perceived capabilities. This place of home, comfort, and support lifted FGS up and allowed them 
to persist and achieve in ways beyond their highest dreams. It was because of the culture of care 
and the ensuing climate created within the CSD.  
 China is a work study employee in the CSD office. When alumni returned to share 
milestones with the faculty, it revealed she was part of a real community. The faculty and student 
relationship extended beyond academia: 
One example was when I was working in the office one day and a student who had 
graduated came back with doughnuts and said how she was pregnant, and shared that 
news. I feel like that right there shows they created that relationship with the students that 
even students that were there before still come back and share amazing news like that, 
which is a big thing. I also feel like the professors are so relatable with their students. Of 
course they have that I am your professor, but it's not I'm only your professor. It's like 
you can talk to me if you want to talk to me. 
The idea of a community of care was dynamic. It went beyond the faculty caring for the 
students—these students grew to care about the faculty. The faculty and staff cared about each 
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other. It was evident in the culture that created the safe and welcoming climate FGS experienced. 
These research findings demonstrated the culture of an academic unit cultivated a sense of 








CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 First-generation students (FGS) interpreted the culture of faculty and staff in their major 
academic unit of study and the climate it created contributed to their sense of belonging. The 
behavior the faculty exhibited was due, in part, to the culture of the unit. These behaviors, which 
included how they interacted with each other in common spaces, how they interacted with 
students inside and outside of the classroom, and the rituals they performed during a semester 
became the symbols students processed. First-generation students focused on these symbols, 
which indicated a safe and secure space where they could express their individuality and their 
voice was recognized and respected. First-generation students developed a sense of belonging 
when symbols were congruent with their familiar experiences and felt a sense of community that 
reflected their supportive family or a familiar community of care. Therefore, faculty within 
academic units should strive to create communities of care where the student feels valued, heard, 
and included. This community of care must signal to the first-generation student they are part of 
a family where the relationships and interactions are built on trust and the student feels valued.     
 The faculty and staff (culture) were instrumental in how the climate manifested and the 
first-generation students made meaning of their experiences within that climate. The leadership 
of the unit drove the culture and their work to create both the physical and interactive spaces the 
students would engage in were the foundation for climate. The faculty, under that leadership, 
must be cohesive. This is not to say they need to agree on all things; however, they need to 
demonstrate respect for individual voices and perspectives and have a shared goal. When the 
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shared goal is advanced and the faulty (and staff) feel they have been valued and heard, a 
community of care is created.  This community of care, for first-generation students, becomes 
their academic family. Families do not always agree, they are not always harmonious, yet family 
members who trust each other and value everyone’s voice is where security is felt and 
advancement toward a shared goal happens. First-generation students feel a sense of belonging 
as they interpret the symbolic actions within the community of care. 
Findings Related to Research Questions 
 This research posed four questions.  
Q1  How do first-generation undergraduates make meaning of belongingness in an  
academic unit?  
Students made meaning of belongingness in an academic unit using three themes: family, 
trust, and value. First-generation students ascribed meaning to belongingness in relation with 
people and spaces where they felt valued like a family member. First-generation students 
belonged when they were seen as individuals in the spaces and through interactions within the 
community.  
Q2  How do first-generation students describe the academic unit’s climate that 
contributes to their sense of belonging?  
 
First-generation students described these climates as family or home. These students 
trusted they were in a place that valued them and wanted them to be a contributing member of 
the community.  
Q3 According to participants, how do social interactions within the academic unit 
contribute to belongingness?  
 
The social interactions within the academic unit contributed to belongingness through 
valuing, respecting, honoring, and listening to the participants.  
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Q4  How do first-generation students interpret symbols that create a sense of 
belongingness?  
 
First-generation students interpreted the symbols of belongingness within the reference of 
family, familiar objects, interaction, and allowed the students to recognize they were home, they 
belonged. To further unpack these answers, I used the three premises from symbolic 
interactionism and each is discussed in the below subsections that reflect the four research 
questions.  
Making Meaning of Belongingness  
 Belongingness, when felt, was the social reality for FGS. This social reality was created 
out of the most influential relationships they encountered in the CSD: those of the faculty and 
staff. The source of belongingness came from the symbolic actions between the FGS and the 
actors within the department. It was FGS internalization of interactions that created feelings of 
connection, value, and being cared for like a family member. First-generation students’ inner 
thinking or minding of belongingness was created by the referent of family. First-generation 
students made meaning of belongingness in ways they have experienced before and for the 
informants in this study, it had correlation to the support and care their family offered them as 
they became the first in the family to achieve a bachelor’s degree. 
 Relationship was how FGS made meaning of belongingness in an academic unit. These 
relationships were created through symbolic interactions. Faculty listening, even asking, how 
their day was going or what they had for breakfast began to establish a relationship that signaled 
care. Encouraging and supporting discussion that contributed to the advancement of course 
material demonstrated a reciprocal relationship, one that was dependent on their participation 
and willingness to be vulnerable. This vulnerability occurred because the FGS had internalized 
the relationship they were in, within the climate of CSD, was safe, supportive, and caring.  
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Descriptions of a Climate Which  
Fosters Belongingness  
 First-generation students described a climate of belongingness as being in a space that 
welcomed them with open arms, made them happy to be there, valued them as individuals, and 
demonstrated care for them as humans. They found this in the CSD. They described 
belongingness as being in relationships that nurtured a community of care, valued their voices, 
and gave feelings of simply being happy in the presence of the members of the CSD. The social 
reality of belongingness created out of relationships with faculty, staff, and peers in the CSD was 
described as a feeling of connection to their families. Each FGS described how at least one, 
sometimes multiple, family members supported them with no reservations. These family 
members offered what they could, as much as they could, in all areas they could to help FGS 
accomplish their goals. As these FGS described the climate of CSD, where they felt connection 
and a sense of belonging, they used the internal referent of family. These informants internalized 
the social reality of belonging in familiar cognitive processes. Their perceptions toward 
overcoming challenges, comfort in sharing during class, and acknowledgement in their value 
were described as being a part of a family and being cared for as a family member would care for 
them. This demonstrated that FGS descriptions of a climate that fostered belongingness would be 
described as symbolic interactions, which are familiar internal referents (such as family).  
Belongingness and Social Interactions  
 Social interactions created relationships and relationships created the social reality of 
belongingness; therefore, social interactions created the sense of belongingness for FGS. 
Interactions from celebrations of success to closing the chapter on undergraduate studies rounded 
out the spectrum of experiences these FGS described as contributing to their sense of 
belongingness. Social interactions that fell in between these ends of the spectrum were everyday 
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interactions—the casual conversations in the hallway, the spontaneous conversations in the 
classroom, and co-curricular events revealed a genuine care for the student. This community of 
care in all aspects of their four-year university within the CSD contributed to FGS sense of 
belonging and demonstrated that FGS mattered.   
First-Generation Students’ Interpretations  
of Symbols That Create Belongingness 
 Clearly, relationships and the symbolic interaction within those relationships created a 
sense of belonging and yet there was more. The symbolic act of transforming a classroom into a 
space that placed importance on each member, like creating a classroom of ‘in the round,’ 
created a symbol. This symbol was interpreted by FGS as my voice counted. First-generation 
students knew they belonged when their voices and contributions mattered. A symbol of 
invitation to engage like a comfortable chair in the office or a faculty asking how students 
experienced the course material between class sessions signaled to FGS that they belonged, their 
perception mattered. Being acknowledged on a first name basis was a symbol of importance and 
a recognition of individuality—this mattered and signaled a sense of belonging to FGS. The 
social reality of belonging was created when FGS recognized symbols they had internalized and 
attributed them to the climate they were experiencing.  
Findings Connected to Previous Research Literature 
Tinto (1975, 1993) and Spady (1970, 1971) identified the significant role social 
integration has on retention. Largely an environmental and relational construct, social integration 
might be dependent on FGS feeling safe, valued, and comfortable in an environment (climate) 
where relational interactions within a community of care could develop. The informants in this 
study described feelings of comfort, value, and acknowledgement as contributing to their sense 
of belonging. When FGS experienced supportive and caring interactions social integration 
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occurred and this was when belongingness was felt. Strayhorn (2012) explained belongingness 
as “context-dependent, such that sense of belonging in a particular context (e.g., department, 
classroom) has the greatest influence on outcomes (e.g., adjustment, achievement) in that area” 
(p. 20). Graduation rates, persistence to graduation, and retention have direct connection to 
academic unit experiences. First-generation students experience social integration when a part of 
a climate where they experienced less competitive environments and more cooperative 
experiences was nurtured (Sommet et al., 2015).  
 In my study, there were a number of ways the CSD demonstrated a climate that fostered 
belongingness, leading to retention for FGS. Climate is the interaction or interpersonal 
connection between individuals and groups that affects sense of belonging, motivation, and 
behavior (Cress, 2002; Slay et al., 2019; Van Houtte, 2005; Wallace et al., 1999; Wilkins & 
Kuperminc, 2010). Interaction and interpersonal connection, exemplified in the portrait, guided 
students into self-authorship. As Baxter Magolda (2001) explained, “The role of self in its 
emphasis on respecting and caring for students to empower them to find their own voices, learn 
from their experiences, and learn in connection with others” (p. 215) is a step toward a more 
holistic view of student development. Meaning making, the construction and interpretation of 
reality that honors individual backgrounds, heritage, and experiences captured the essence of 
advancing students as life-long learners. My research emphasized that crafting communities of 
care on campus allowed faculty and staff to foster a more holistic approach to student 
development. These communities advanced the whole self as a reflexive, self-aware human. 
In this study, the Communication Studies Department climate was experienced by FGS in 
two distinct spaces: the classroom and the department office. Climate is a communication 
variable enacted by individuals within the climate (MacNeil et al., 2009; Nadler & Nadler, 
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2001). The findings demonstrated the importance of interactions in the classroom with faculty. 
Every casual conversation and acknowledgement of remembering these conversation indicated to 
FGS their presence mattered, that showing up and participating in these conversation created a 
collective climate and. in this climate, they found belongingness. Allowing for student agency, 
like the technique described as advantage classroom pedagogy, further demonstrated to the FGS 
their voice was valued. The physical arrangement of the classroom into ‘the round’ strengthened 
the interaction as it minimized the power differential between the faculty and FGS. Doing this 
allowed for more interpersonal discourse and mirrored more familiar relationship dynamics for 
FGS, which in turn drew them into a place where they engaged and felt a sense of belonging.  
 The CSD office space was where the interactions within the climate occurred outside of 
the classroom and according to the informants in this study, confirmed their feelings of 
connection, care, and belonging. The candy dish became a symbolic invitation to come into the 
office, sit, and talk. The availability of comfortable chairs confirmed that symbolic invitation. 
The support staff who had complementary personalities connected FGS to a climate. These staff 
members were also a part of this community of care with their welcoming voices, helpfulness, 
and casual conversations. Beyond the interactions with the support staff, students also interacted 
with faculty and the care, value, and attention they received in the classroom carried over to this 
space. As literature (Barbatis, 2010; Coffman, 2011; Ishitani, 2003; Schreiner et al., 2011; Soria 
& Stubblefield, 2015) identified, FGS benefited from strong communicative connections with 
faculty and staff. Connecting with students in authentic ways is the greatest support a university 
can provide students at risk for attrition (Schreiner et al., 2011). The findings in my research 
described how this took place within a single academic unit of study. The CSD climate extended 
beyond the classroom and the office; it was the totality of the space occupied by the faculty and 
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staff, which created a climate of care that fostered a sense of belonging for FGS. These research 
findings exemplified how this was accomplished.  
Limitations of the Study 
 This qualitative study did have limitations. First, by the nature of portraiture, the scope 
was limited as I used one research site, one academic department, and 14 participants. 
Informants (FGS and alumni) were diverse in race, ethnicity, and family background in this 
study, which was a reflection of FGS as a larger population; however, these were not a focal 
point in the findings. Identifying as a first-generation student was the main demographic 
characteristic I focused on for this study. The narrowed perspective, while rich in descriptions, 
was limited by only having female informants. Next, the time spent in data collection was also 
limited; more time spent with participants could allow for more depth, which would enrich the 
portrait. Finally, the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic had an effect on data collection methods; 
however, I did not use the lens of the pandemic to interpret the data. The pandemic influenced 
the amount of time spent on campus and changed personal interactions. I did not explore the 
scope of this change, which could have altered how climate was experienced by students. These 
limitations affected the findings of this study and I provide recommendations for future research. 
Future Research Recommendations 
 Future research on first-generations students’ sense of belonging within academic units of 
study should explore digital communication, such as social media and electronic communication, 
and how this reflected the unit’s culture and, ultimately, the climate. More students are looking 
toward social media platforms to engage with faculty and campus. Future research should 
explore how FGS use these platforms and explore ways to nurture the sense of belonging to the 
academic unit via digital communication forms. Further, future research should explore how 
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FGS view in-person interactions differently than digital interaction. Are these forms truly 
different or are they complementarity? And is it necessary to change the way in which a 
community of care is built? This study was a step in understanding first-generation students’ 
sense of belonging; however, the pandemic presented new challenges. It was valuable to 
consider how these challenges might have impacted the themes this research identified: family, 
trust, and value. 
 Relationships are formed with people, not institutions. The climate is what the culture 
creates and a student’s interactions with that climate are the most influential in creating a sense 
of belonging. The shift to more virtual forms of interaction might limit interpersonal 
relationships and the time spent in classrooms and office spaces. Future research should 
investigate how communities of care could be supported by social media and other virtual forms 
of communication. To understand how to create a sense of belonging in virtual spaces, the 
methodology of portraiture—identifying positive experiences and focusing on nuanced, rich 
descriptions—could advance this study. Demonstrating a care for students in virtual spaces that 
is collective and cohesive within smaller campus units, like an academic department, must be 
further investigated. 
 Future research should also consider more demographic characteristics of FGS including 
race, ethnicity, age, gender, family socioeconomic status, and academic preparedness. Each of 
these demographic characteristics would advance this research on FGS sense of belonging in an 
academic unit. Beyond FGS characteristics, future research should also examine different 
academic departments, different types of universities and colleges, and different leadership styles 
of department chairs. Research that focuses on these diverse descriptive characteristics would 
allow for more nuanced portraits. These portraits would build a more comprehensive 
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understanding of how academic units contribute in positive ways to FGS sense of belonging and 
communities of care in higher education.  
Recommendations for Practice 
 First-generation students in my study assigned meaning to their experiences through a 
lens of family—a climate where a sense of belonging was built and supported by people who 
demonstrated trust and showed each student they were valued. As these students navigated 
foreign territory, they sought security and comfort—a space where they felt valued and where 
they could engage in genuine interactions, leading to a community of care. The physical space 
mattered and it communicated cohesion and comfort. A climate wherein faculty knew the 
student’s name, remembered what was shared, and demonstrated a genuine care for students 
created a community where belongingness could manifest. Complimentary character traits, 
diverse experiences, and expertise grew the community of care and further advanced the feeling 
of belonging of these students.    
Leadership in an academic unit has influence over the culture that is established. Ideally, 
the chair of a department demonstrates a community of care and the faculty and staff treat the 
students in the same manner. The personification of a collective, cohesive unit that has a mission 
to place students first and is motivated by compassion is the responsibility of the leadership. 
Culture is reflected in climate; therefore, a climate that builds communities that foster a sense of 
belongingness for first-generation students begins with leadership nurturing that in the culture. 
This has to be genuine and consistent because culture is the frame for climate. 
First-generation students use familial experiences to view symbolic actions, especially in 
unfamiliar places like a university campus. The candy dish in the office, like the fruit on the table 
at home, matters. Personal greetings matter. Individual attention matters. Remembering the 
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student’s name matters. Listening to their voices matters. All this creates the climate, the sense of 
belonging, being home. The institution, the department, and the faculty need to honor the 
individual and attend to these details. Attention to these details invites the student in to the 
community of care.  
If an institution is interested in retaining first-generation students, they might benefit by 
focusing on the characteristic of care when hiring faculty members. Course content and the 
knowledge it advances can be gained in places outside of a university; faculty are the glue that 
adheres a student to that institution. First-generation students spend their time on campus in the 
classroom; these experiences become the place where they feel safe to explore their perspective, 
identity, and priorities. Connection in the classroom is imperative. Belongingness for first-
generation students begins here, where they can experience the connection of authentic 
relationship in a subject they want to understand at a deeper level.   
Concluding Thoughts 
The culture of an academic unit, including the extent to which the faculty and staff have 
cohesion, has a direct impact on the climate. The way faculty interact and move toward a 
common, shared goal is felt by students and influences their sense of belonging and community. 
A community of care flourishes when the culture is strong in its principles and firm in its shared 
mission.  First-generation students’ sense of belonging is influenced by faculty culture because 
the climate they experience is formed from that culture.  
An academic unit that values individual students and seeks to know them on a personal 
level will be a place where first-generation students feel a connection and begin to develop a 
sense of belonging. In a time where we are seemingly more isolated and disconnected, thanks in 
part to the global pandemic, finding ways to show each student they are more than a number or 
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name on a class roster is important. Connecting in interpersonal ways, like engaging in casual 
conversation and using what students disclose in the classroom when possible to relate to 
content, encourages engagement and results in retention. The way first-generation students 
communicate and connect with family should be considered when delivering a college course. 
First-generation students interpret interactions within an academic unit in ways they are familiar.  
These students need to know the faculty care about them as individuals. A holistic approach to 
student development must be central to an academic unit’s culture as this is what creates a 
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The purpose of this study is to understand how first-generation undergraduates experience a 
sense of belonging to the academic unit of study to which they have declared as their major field 
of study at the university.  The findings of this research will analyzed by the researcher and used 
in her Ph.D. dissertation.   
 
Participation in the study is voluntary.  If you volunteer to participate, you will be asked to 
participate in a one-on-one interview and one (two-hour) focus group session regarding your 
experience related to being a first-generation student and feeling a sense of belonging to your 
declared academic unit of study (students and alumni); or regarding your experience as a faculty 
or staff member within the research site who have contributed to first-generation students’ sense 
of belonging (faculty and staff).   
 
Focus groups will be with participants who are from the same category, i.e. current students and 
alumni will participate in sessions with only students and alumni, and faculty and staff members 
will be in a separate focus group session.  Current students and alumni of the department will not 
be in focus group sessions with faculty or staff to maximize confidentiality.   
 
Interviews and focus group sessions will be digitally recorded, so the information you share can 
be analyzed and used to create a detailed description of how belongingness is experienced within 
an academic unit in higher education.  You will be asked to review the descriptions which 
describe your experience to ensure accuracy, and you will be able to give additional information 
to clarify any descriptions which you feel do not reflect your experience.               ____________ 
(Participant’s Initials) 
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Information shared in the interview and focus group sessions is confidential.  However, due to 
the nature of the research, I will not be using pseudonyms for the institution, department or 
participants.  By signing this consent, you recognize that your name may be used for quotations 
in any publications that will come out of this research. If you do not want your name to be 
mentioned in a publication, please inform me, and we will discuss whether or not your 
involvement should continue. 
 
In an effort to keep information confidential all raw data (audio/visual-recordings, transcripts, 
and identifying information) will be kept in a locked file cabinet by the researcher, and will be 
erased or destroyed three years after the completion of the study. All digital forms of data will be 
stored in a password protected file on the researcher's university (UNCO) issued laptop. All 
consent forms will be retained by the Research Advisor for a period of three years, and will be 
destroyed after this time.   
 
Foreseeable risks are not greater than those that might be encountered in a classroom 
environment or a conversation with an instructor.  If emotional distress occurs, the UNCO 
Counseling Center may be contacted for free counseling services.  Contact information:  UNCO 
Counseling Center; 1901 10th Ave., Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-2496.   
The researcher, Kelly Scott Raisley, is an employee of the university and is a mandated reporter 
under Title IX and the Clery Act.  This means that if you share information about experiencing 
gender-based violence, I will be required to notify the Office of Institutional Equity and 
Compliance.  If you do not wish to initiate a report or investigation, contact the confidential 
resources below.  If you contact a confidential resource, you can always decide to file a report or 
initiate an investigation at a later time.  All of the resources listed are available to survivors, 
regardless of whether they choose to report to law enforcement.   
 
Confidential Reporting to: 
The Assault Survivors Advocacy Program (ASAP), Cassidy Hall, 970-351-1490 
The Counseling Center, Cassidy Hall, 970-351-2496 
Student Legal Services, University Center, 970-351-2001 
 
Not Confidential Reporting to: 
The Office of Institutional Equity and Compliance, University Center Room 3060, 970-351-4899 
Dean of Students Office, University Center, 970-351-2824 












There are several ways in which the University works to support survivors and remedy the 
effects of gender-based violence.   The following are some common examples of campus 
accommodations: Residence hall accommodations, Academic accommodations and Academic 
Intervention letters, Financial aid and on-campus employment accommodations, Obtaining 
campus protection orders, and Counseling Services.  To learn more about these and other campus 
accommodations, participants are encourage to reach out to confidential ASAP advocates at 970-
351-1490 (business line) or 970-351-4040 (crisis line).  The Student Outreach & Support Office 
and the Office of Institutional Equity and Compliance can also assist you in on-campus 
accommodations; please note that both of these offices are NOT confidential and disclosing your 
story to them would initiate a report or investigation. 
There will be no direct benefits to you. However, benefits to the discipline are great.  To date 
there is little empirical research which describe in a personal, nuanced and unique way how first-
generation students understand the experience of belonging to a 4-year public residential 
university.  Research is even more scarce when narrowed to how these students experience 
belongingness at the level of an academic unit; therefore this research will advance our 
understanding of retention of this high-risk population in possible new and innovative ways.   
   
The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the interview and 
focus group session and for transportation related to these data collection methods.  No 
compensation will be provided to you for participating in this study, although free light-
refreshments may be provided.   
 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin 
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 
please contact Nicole Morse, IRB Administrator, Office of Research and Sponsored Programs, 
University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910 or Nicole.morse@unco.edu.  
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